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Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
Abstract 
In 1998 when I embarked on a month long sojourn to Saudi Arabia I had 
only some vague feelings that one day the region would become the topic of my 
dissertation. In many ways this journey shaped my early perception of the Arab 
women which later researches and in-depth studies only reinforced. 
Olyia High Street where I was staying was buzzing with activities. Along 
with the men delicately dressed in white robes Saudi women attracted my 
attention as they were a beautiful mix of tradition and modernity. Underneath 
the veil or the abaya were women dressed in western garments. This explained 
to me why there were so many branded stores in the Saudi capital selling 
western outfits. And there was another, frightening experience. One day when I 
was moving through the shopping malls a group of Mutawwa (religious police) 
approached me. 'Ghat, Ghat\ they demanded. They insisted that I cover my 
face. On subsequent journeys when I had more time for interacting with the 
Saudi females; visiting their homes and partaking of their kind hospitality my 
understanding of Saudi women deepened. 
Women education in the Kingdom and in the neighboring countries had 
created a new breed of Arab women who appeared no inferior to their male 
counterparts. But an impartial survey was not possible in a system which does 
not allow any formal research without prior permission from the concerned 
ministries. And the people I randomly met at Saudi homes or in academic and 
market places may not be the sole denominator of the social reality. In such a 
situation the only cautious approach was to rely on Arab media reports and the 
relevant academic research. Nevertheless, with the arrival of internet and the 
popularity of Blogs yet another window opened on me to see how the educated 
women in the GCC see, feel and sometime even act on issues of vital concern. 
Our study of the GCC women began with the assumption that western 
observers usually miss the true nature of burqa-clad Muslim women. We made it 
clear at the outset that woman empowerment in the Arabian Gulf or the GCC 
countries was no new phenomenon. Islam had given them the right to be on her 
own and accepted them as complete individuals. Those who benefited most from the 
revolutionary and empowering message of Islam were basically the two sections of 
the society; the slaves and the women. In the early era of Islam we find women 
actively involved on the economic social and political spheres. Syeda Aaisha, the 
beloved wife of the Prophet Mohammed, became a role model for later day women 
educators and the women of Aale Bait became symbol of political opposition against 
operation and injustice. In the introductory chapter an attempt has been made to 
show how the ideological seeds of women empowerment have impacted the destiny 
of Muslim women throughout the ages. From Prophet's time down to the 
emergence of Muslim feminist like Fatima Mernissi and Amina Wadud and the 
traditionalist revolutionaries like Zainab Al-Ghazzali and others it is mainly the 
ideology of Islam that has been responsible for so diverse kinds of movements for 
women empowerment. 
It was against this background that when we started our study of women in the 
GCC countries what we had to discover as a result was natural and logical. But we 
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live in a world where western propaganda made us believe that the burqa-clad 
women are an oppressed lot and that they have been denied any significant role in 
the society. Western parameters of educational development and progress have also 
made us believe that before the arrival of modern schools and urban infrastructure 
the GCC was a barren land without any civilization. This is also because when the 
UNDP or other foreign agencies talk of literacy in traditional Arab societies they do 
not take into account the age-old institution of kuttab found everywhere, attached to 
almost every mosque throughout the Arabian peninsula. Judged from the western 
standard the Arab men and women appear as uncivilized before the arrival of the 
West. 
This study has been in many ways pleasantly shocking. Contrary to common 
perception, today the veiled women in most of the GCC countries are more 
educated than their co-sisters in other parts of the world. As the world media still 
projects the veil as symbol of oppression, it is difficult for the common people to 
believe that the gender scenario in GCC tells an altogether different story. 
This study has shown that women empowerment lies at the heart of Islam, the 
official religion of the GCC countries. Impact of alien ideologies and the influence 
of other cultures did at times overshadow the pro-women slant of Middle-Eastern 
milieu but women were never completely stripped off their Islamic citizenry. During 
the declining days of Islamic empire however there has been a general trend to 
discourage women from assuming social and political role. But this was individual 
opinion of scholars of the time. It never changed the general Muslim perception 
about women who always took to the social and political responsibilities in the 
peninsula and beyond. However, after the discovery of oil, the entire Middle East 
found itself at the threshold of a new era. There was now plenty of surplus money to 
materiaUze any project. And women benefited from this opportunity more that their 
male counterparts. They not only swept the schools and university campus, they also 
took their due share in economy and politics. 
The new educational opportunities in the GCC countries, which include free 
education and alluring scholarships, have in fact fostered a whole new breed of Arab 
women who are confident to take up any challenging role. The 'new women' as they 
have been called, are a continuation of their traditional role models. They are new 
only in the sense that they have reclaimed their social role and reinvented 
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themselves for the 21 century milieu. 
The New Woman may appear admiring much of the West, the majority do not 
yearn to become more like their Western counterparts. While they favour gender 
parity, the New women of the GCC want it on their terms and within their own 
cultural context. While the Westerners still often see the veil as a symbol of women's 
inferior status in the Muslim world, to Muslims, Western women's perceived lack of 
modesty signals their degraded cultural status in the West. To quote Kaltham Al 
Ganem, a sociology professor at Qatar University: "Muslim women believe there in 
no need to copy the Western cultural values to have progress in their society and in 
their conditions. They believe they can have change on their own terms, while 
preserving their cultural and religious identity." 
Women in this region do not necessarily want to change everything of their 
current status. On the contrary, they want to progress in society while preserving 
their traditional roles in the family and society. True, the New Women have their 
ambitions and aspirations, but for them their fulfillment does not mean to break 
away from their traditional role. 
Barbara Bibbo, Muslim women seek freedom 'withm their cultural context', Gulf News, Aprill2, 2008 
Each country that we studied at length, we found that the social and political 
roles that women have reclaimed in recent years, have not destabilized the 
traditional religious mode of the society. Yes there and some tremors and some 
murmuring oppositions but they are quite natural reaction of the sections of the 
society that feel affected by new role of women. This is because when women 
reclaim their role they have a precedent in history of Islam and hence not violating 
the basic values of the society. 
Today throughout the GCC more and more Arab women are in leadership 
positions. Except in Saudi Arabia where women have recently been inducted as 
advisors to the Majlise Shura, the political role of women have been widely accepted 
by the people and the establishment. Although in a non-democratic setup these 
appointments can be seen as tokenism, nevertheless, the very fact that some women 
are given such important portfolios at least speak of the fact that accepting women 
in such roles is very much part of male psyche in the GCC countries. 
Businesswomen are often from privileged backgrounds and rise through family 
businesses. But their emergence reflects a broader trend of growing participation by 
women in the formal economy. And there are more than this symbolic presence in 
higher echelons of the society. There are women Ambassadors, women CEOs, 
women officials, women professors, women engineers, women run e-businesses and 
financial institutions. 
In fact the GCC women have come a long way. Today they are playing an 
increasing role in the development of their societies. They are showing marked 
presence in the private and public sectors of the economy while maintaining their 
traditional roles as homemakers. Every day we read in the Arab press news of 
important breakthroughs about Arab women's development and their increased 
participation in private and public life. 
For all those addicted to the Western media reportage of secluded women in the 
GCC, the fact below might be astonishing: 
• There are four women ministers in the UAE and another four in Oman. 
Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain, each country boasts two women ministers. 
• Laws and degrees are being passed to grant women more equal rights to 
participate in local councils, in consultative councils, in municipality 
councils in many Arab countries notably in the Gulf States of Qatar and 
Oman as well as in Bahrain, the UAE and Saudi Arabia, where three 
women have been appointed as advisors to the Shura Council. 
• Women are heading Diplomatic missions as Ambassadors in countries 
such as Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait. 
• The Arab parliamentarian's have declared 1 February of every year as 
Arab women's day in acknowledgement of women's role in Arab society. 
• Women in business in the Arab world are increasing in numbers and 
influence. They are setting up local businesswomen's associations in their 
countries. A Council for Arab Business Women has been set up under 
the umbrella of the League of Arab States in 1999, with the objective of 
strengthening the role of Arab businesswomen in their local economies 
as well as in the Arab Common Market as a whole. , 
• Women in the GCC have an estimated $40 billion of personal wealth at 
their disposal. Most tellingly, in the Arab world overall, 70 percent of 
university graduates in 2007 were female. 
In the preceding chapters we have shown that the women issue has been at the 
center-stage in the GCC countries since the reorganization of the region as specific 
Quoted by Haifa Fahoum Al Kaylani, in "Women are Agents of Change", Common Ground News Service, 
March 4, 2008. available at: http://wvvrw.worldpress.org/Mideast/3085.cfm 
gulf identity. The oil money has in fact catalyzed the process of development. What 
other countries could achieve in 100 years or more the GCC women have done it in 
a relatively shorter span of time. The overall pace of change and development was 
fast and women took extra advantage of the changing world around them. A brief 
highlight of the gender situation in counties under study should suffice here. 
Bahrain 
Bahrain can be proud and boast of having the lone and the first elected woman 
Member of Parliament namely Latifa al-Qa'oud in the Gulf region. As per available 
data of 2004, women share in senior civil service was 9 percent while they 
constituted 11 percent in the private sector. The 2006 data shows that they make 42 
percent of the government workforce. 
There are no doubts some serious efforts for women empowerment as we see 
the increasing graph of women participation in all walks of life. But the 
establishment also involves and probably believes in tokenism. For example, when 
we hear them saying that the second Bahrain woman has been appointed to the post 
of ambassador in 2007, or a first Bahraini woman rose to the presidency of Bahraini 
Bar Society, or another woman appointed as the first woman judge in 2007, or a 
member of the constitutional court in 2007, or another rising to the presidency of 
UN General Assembly in 2006, or being elected to be the first woman MP in Gulf, 
or joining the national airline as a pilot (2006), or having the honour of second 
women minister (2005) in Bahrain, these glossy facts may not necessarily reflect the 
true picture of the general lot of women in the country where opposition is 
suppressed and the state orchestrated Supreme Council of Women is seen by many 
as yet another move to block independent women activism. 
Yet women participation at higher level, be it a result of tokenism or an attempt 
to control state apparatus through proxy, has a psychological impact on the women 
psyche. The appointment of a woman as president of the university in 2003, or 
entrusting a woman Nada Hafez the portfoUo of health ministry or appointing Dr 
Fatima Balooshi in 2005 as minister for Social Affairs or appointing two Bahraini 
women to the Supreme council of the Gulf Cooperation Council, should be seen in 
this perspective. 
Kuwait 
Women empowerment in Kuwait basically owes to the establishment of Kuwait 
University in I966 which open avenues of higher education on both men and 
women. During the 1970s, the reality of women pursuing undergraduate courses led 
to a perceptible attitudinal change, correlating the image of educated women as 
symbols of modernization of the Kuwaiti community, so much so that the first 
women graduates who came out to work were respected and treated as quasi-
celebrities. 
Put simply, armed with education, training and professional degrees, women 
have virtually swept all sectors of the economy, often occupying parallel and senior 
positions, and actively participating in the decision-making process as important 
members and citizens of the Kuwaiti society. Today, their presence in the diverse 
sectors of the economy is compellingly profound with as many as 34% of the 
women occupying various cadres in the national labor force, ranging from 
professional, managerial, technical, and services sectors, and their number is steadily 
growing. Given this reality, the day is not far when women will supersede and turn 
the gender tide dramatically in their favor through their persistently higher 
educational attainments, academic excellence and professional endowments. A broad 
indication of this trend is profoundly apparent throughout the educational system, 
where statistics exhibit that women are continuing to dominate and exceed at all 
levels of the educational process. 
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Kuwaiti women have enjoyed many economic and social rights, and even some 
poUtical rights in the past, but suffrage and candidacy for office remained restricted 
to men for several decades. During its nascent years, the state offered women several 
fields of education, including engineering and political science, which had been 
limited to men in other Gulf countries. Similarly, women were permitted to hold 
many diplomatic positions. Nabila al-Mulla, for example, who headed the 
permanent Kuwaiti delegation to the United Nations, was the first female 
ambassador from the Gulf region. 
Women held many other positions as well, including posts as university 
presidents, ministry representatives, and editors-in-chief of principal newspapers in 
Kuwait. Nor were Kuwaiti women absent from Kuwaiti election campaigns, as they 
supported many candidates — especially those who called for the affirmation of 
women's political rights. 
Although elite women are visible in a number of public arenas and their views 
on a variety of issues are published in the press but they are not truly representative 
of the common woman. True, the president of Kuwait University is a woman, a 
vice-president of the Kuwait Petroleum Corporation is a woman and other elite 
women also hold powerful positions in government agencies. Yet, as Mary and al-
Mughni rightly argue: "...the privileges of elite women do not trickle down to other 
Kuwaiti women." 
Qatar 
In Qatar, Sheikha Mouza, the wife of the Emir, has eventually emerged as the 
symbol of woman empowerment. She has brought prominence to the role of Qatari 
women and created an environment that encourages them to meet their social 
obligations and participate in public life. H.H. Sheikha Mouza endorses women's 
conferences, which discuss women's issues and recommend solutions for the 
problems and challenges that confront women who work outside the home. 
It is noteworthy that now women hold leadership posts in many non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), including the posts of Chair of the Board of 
Directors of the Social Development Centre, the Qatari Red Crescent Society, the 
Qatari Centre for Voluntary Work, the Family Consultation Centre and the 
Mothers' and Children's Cultural Centre. 
The president of the University of Qatar and the dean of the Faculty of Shari'a 
Law and Islamic Studies are also women. Women have the right to participate in 
local politics, and a number have run for local office. While there is no national 
parliament, the new constitution calls for a consultative Shura Council, with two-
thirds of the membership to be elected. 
Statistics show that the number of Qatari female students in the State-run 
schools for the current academic year has risen at greater rates than the number of 
male students. Working women also represent more than 50% of the total 
workforce at the Ministry of Education. Working women at Qatar University either 
as staff members or administrative personnel account for more than 50% of the total 
workforce of the University. 
The Qatari women started to make a stronger presence in this field especially 
after graduating from the Faculty of Economics and Business Administration. The 
number of Qatari females working in national and foreign banks reached 205- Banks 
support the Qatarization policy and provide work opportunities especially for the 
youths. 
Some Qatari female graduates specializing in history, archeology and museum 
management took on the role of tourist guides. They took over the duty of 
explaining archeological remains and tourist attractions in Qatar and giving detailed 
account on the archeological acquisitions of the museum. A number of Qatari girls 
have joined the workforce of Doha hotels too, in a growing tendency led by Qatar 
National Hotels Company to encourage the Qatari youths to venture into this field 
and increase job opportunities for women. 
In short, the women march in Qatar's socio-political has been impressive and 
promising. Not long before, in 1986 the Qatari women represented only 10.5 per 
cent of the total workforce. But now they constitute 30.3 per cent of the national 
workforce according to a 2004 account. However, many educated women do not 
join the labour market, because of family opposition and household responsibilities. 
And also for many women, working does not represent an economic necessity and is 
not perceived as a tool for personal fulfillment. 
To conclude, woman empowerment in Qatar would not have come about if it 
were not for the political will of decision-makers and the greater role the First Lady 
has played in championing women's rights. 
Oman 
In a regional comparison, women in Oman are indeed in a good position. 
According to official data, they have a third of the positions in the public sector and 
occupy twelve percent of government leadership positions. There are four female 
ministers and two female ambassadors; a few women also sit in the steering 
committee of the chamber of commerce as well as in the State Council, whose 
members are appointed by decree. 
For more than a decade girls have topped the merit list in the country's 
secondary schools and this domination has now spread to the degree courses offered 
by Sultan Qaboos University in Muscat. The girls are consistently coming out on 
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top and, with a declared government policy guaranteeing Omani women equal 
rights in both education and employment, as enshrined in the Personal Status Laws 
(PSL), the sky is the limit for these ambitious young women who are grasping the 
available opportunities with both hands. 
Oman is rightly proud to have been the first Arab country to appoint a woman 
as its overseas ambassador. And mention has already been made of the four women 
ministers earlier. In Oman it is immediately evident to any visitor that while women 
often pursue the freedom to dress as they wish by choosing to wear modest attire, 
their potential and ambitions are far from suppressed. 
Women are involved in all areas of life, working a doctors, dentists, teachers, 
bankers and entrepreneurs, as well as maintaining their vital role as homemakers. 
Their progress is reflected not only in the number in employment but in the 
increasingly high positions they are taking up in both the private and public sectors. 
There are no official figures available but all indicators point that Oman has the 
highest number of working women among the six GCC states. 
In a nutshell, Omani women are not clustered in one area of interest — domestic 
— as many would like to believe. They are in businesses, banking, in the medical 
field as both physicians and nurses, and at all levels in government offices. It is 
amazing that, although Oman was the last of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries to inaugurate universal education, its young women already are in the 
forefront of those countries both in achieving gender equality in the workplace and 
in assuming full responsibility for the affairs of their country. 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
UAE development planners realized as early as in 1971 that without the 
participation of 50 percent of its citizenry, the UAE will remain helplessly 
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dependent on expatriate labor force. The major initiative in this direction was 
taken by opening its women university in 1977, with separate faciUties for 
men and women that laid the foundation for future women. 
Educational opportunities, the real indicator of women empowerment and 
development, are now open to women at all levels in the UAE. As indicated by the 
statistics cited, women in the UAE have commonly embraced the formal educational 
opportunities made available to them since the foundation of the state. Female 
students are now in the majority at all levels of higher education in the country. 
Women are also achieving impressive records in their studies, outperforming their 
male counterparts in many activities. The vast majority (80 percent) of these young 
women are first-generation college students. 
In the UAE's small-to-medium enterprise sector, women comprised 50 per cent 
of the businesses. On the labour front, the Middle Eastern female labour force grew 
by 5-2 per cent from 2000 to 2005, compared with 4.7 per cent during the 1990s. 
Women's workplace participation in the LAE also soared from 9-6 per cent in 1986 
to over 33-4 per cent now. What these figures indicate is that the GCC region, as a 
whole, is currently witnessing one of the world's fastest growth rates in terms of 
developing human capital. To quote Lubna Al-Qasmi, the first woman minister of 
the UAE: "Gone are the days when women's role is limited to the home. With 
world-class education facihties right at our doorsteps, as well as increased political 
representation, there is now a greater understanding and acceptance of the needs 
and rights of women in the Arab World." Lubna herself has emerged as the success 
story of Emarati women who figures among 100 most powerful women in the US-
based Forbes Magazine list. 
Today, over 65 percent of the total university graduates are women and they 
also constitute 22.5 percent of the total members of the parliament and hold four 
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important portfolios in the Federal government. Then, there are over 12000 
members in the Business Women's Council in UAE and their total investment is 
valued at Dhs.lO billion. 
Even judicial and oil sector have recently been opened for women. Pioneering 
modernization in the judicial sector, the Department of Judiciaiy-Abu Dhabi has 
recently appointed tvs^ o women as public prosecutors, the first women in the UAE to 
be hired to this position. 
The traditionally male-dominated oil industry in the UAE has recently 
undergone the biggest transformation in its history - the introduction of female 
Emiratis. Oil companies have signed agreements with the 219 women undergoing 
training at the Petroleum Institute (PI), Abu Dhabi, to work in the industry after 
graduation. As the price of oil has gone up, so too has demand for engineers and the 
salaries offered. 
From the pearling and fishing economy to the emergence of a modern 
sophisticated economic base, women have played a very significant role. It was 
mainly because of the educational infrastructure and women only school that went 
hand in hand with the local traditions and customs. Nevertheless, the UAE women 
have displayed extraordinary' talent as they outshined their male counterparts on the 
university campuses. Given the situation of women participation just 20 years ago, 
one really wonders how all happened at such a quick pace and so smoothly, without 
causing any social or political unrest. Today, UAE women can be compared with 
their sisters in any parts of the developed world. 
Saudi Arabia 
Despite all the odds, like their UAE sisters, the Saudi women too, are setting sky 
as their limit. That is exactly what Hanadi Hindi, a young Saudi woman has 
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symbolically displayed very recently. She was appointed as Saudi Arabia's first 
female pilot. 
Saudi women have now started to challenge the norms, though cautiously. They 
are, for instance, keen for King Abdullah to introduce a new Cabinet portfolio — a 
minister for women's affairs — thus paving the way for the first female cabinet 
minister to be appointed in the Kingdom. This they stress is essential so that Saudi 
women have the right channels to exercise influence. They look perhaps enviously to 
their cousins in the rest of the GCC countries, all of which have appointed female 
ministers in various portfolios. They also want women's participation in the Shura 
and other councils of state; this seems to be on the cards. 
Princess Adelah bint Abdullah, the daughter of Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques King Abdullah, much like Marina Mohamed and Nori Abdullah, the 
daughters of former Malaysian premier Mahathir Mohammed and Abdullah Badawi, 
is giving his father "an earful" regarding the rights and empowerment of Muslim 
women. Perhaps the reforms which Saudi Arabia has instituted in the last year or so 
regarding the greater role of women in Saudi society and economy may indeed have 
had some influence from Princess Adelah. 
But, women such as Lubna Al-Olayan, CEO of Olayan Financial Services; 
Samra Al-Kuwaiz, managing director of Osool Brokerage Company (Women's 
Division); Nabila Tunisi, acting manager, projects department at Saudi Aramco, and 
Soha Aboul Farag, a banker with 17 years of experience who last year was chosen 
for the "International Women Leaders Mentoring Partnership" in the US, are the 
pioneers for the new and future generations of Saudi women. As professional 
women in high-powered jobs, they have successfully managed to carve out careers as 
working mothers while at the same time managing their families and dispelling the 
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oft-quoted stereotype of Saudi women — of a meek, compliant and oppressed 
section of society. 
Women, for instance, have stood for — and won — elections to chambers of 
commerce in the Kingdom's major cities; and they have been promised participation 
in municipal elections next time round. The bad news is that there is still a long way 
to go in terms of social and legal reforms for Saudi women to attain their rightful 
and equal status in Saudi society. Nevertheless, the economic power of women in 
the Kingdom cannot be understated. Women own 10 percent of real estate, 
especially in major cities such as Jeddah and Riyadh, and 30 percent of brokerage 
accounts in the Kingdom. They own some 40 percent of the family-run companies, 
very often as silent partners. Saudi women as a whole own estimated cash funds of 
SR45 billion, of which 75 percent is sitting idle in bank deposits. 
According to a recent study by the Khadija bint Khuwailid Businesswomen's 
Center at the Jeddah Chamber of Commerce & Industry (JCCI), investment by 
Saudi businesswomen has reached some SR8 billion, which is around 21 percent of 
the total investment. Women "own" some 1,500 companies — about 4 percent of 
the total registered businesses in the Kingdom. There are 5)500 commercial 
registrations of women's projects, representing 20 percent of businesses in the retail, 
contracting, wholesale and transferable industries sectors. 
The business case for the greater and equal involvement of women in the Saudi 
economy is proven. Saudi women tend to outperform Saudi men in education; the 
arts; science; and if they are given the chance in business and industry they might do 
so here as well. Today, the Kingdom is witnessing a boom which is even bigger than 
in the 1970s after the first oil price rise and women's wholehearted participation in 
this process can double the results. 
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Saudi women are now part of any major national discourse. In September 2003) 
306 Saudis, including 55 women, signed a petition entitled "In Defense of the 
Country" that was later presented to Crown Prince Abdullah. In a bid to reinforce 
women's demands, a group of 300 Saudi women, including academics, intellectuals 
and simple employees drawn from regions across the Kingdom, presented a petition 
on December 2003 to Crown Prince Abdulla mainly to "recognize women as 
eligible, without the need to have the escort of the legal guardian (such as a father, 
husband or brother), to be present in case a trade registration record is needed for a 
woman to start business." 
Broadly speaking, there are positive developments for Saudi women both at the 
government level as well as the personal level. However, the truth remains that 
women's political, social and economic conditions in Saudi Arabia are mainly 
governed by the local customs as well as the political demands of the family rule of 
the Al-Saud dynasty. 
The Emergence of the New GCC Woman 
This study has made at least one thing clear; that the western stereotype of the 
Middle-Eastern woman is now a worn out concept. The new educational 
infrastructure in the region and the arrival of prestigious western universities right 
in their courtyard as also the active cooperation of girls colleges like Iffat College in 
Jeddah with reputed universities in the US has created a whole new breed of Middle-
Eastern women. And if we believe the data, today, the female participation in 
education in some of the GCC countries, surpasses even the United States. The 
figures are astonishing. 
According to a UNESCO data, and contrary to Media image which depicts 
them as an oppressed and illiterate lot, today women in the GCC have gone far 
ahead of their Western Sisters in Science Education. Muslim women in science have 
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become leaders in their fields, receiving awards, earning patents, and yet in the 
western media these women get no projection as they do not exist. 
The fact is that the United States falls behind some GCC countries in the 
percentage of women graduating in science to the total science graduate population. 
The countries whose ratio of women science graduates exceeds that of the United 
States are Bahrain and Qatar. The data for years 2002/2003 contained in these tables 
describes the percentage of women graduates in science and engineering out of the 
total science and engineering graduate population in respective countries: 
Woman Graduates in Science 
Bahrain 74% 
Qatar 71% 
Compared with... 
U.S. 43% 
Japan 25% 
(Statistics from the "Global Education Digest" report released from UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
2005) 
Despite the fact that the Muslim Women share a single faith, even the GCC 
Muslim Women are no monolithic unit. While in Kuwait and the UAE women 
enjoy more political and social role, Saudi Arabia still debates on the participation of 
women in politics and is hesitant to accord the woman right to drive. 
There are also a few paradoxes that, at first, seem baffling. Despite the fact that 
job avenues are available to women in most of these countries, women do not feel 
enthusiastic about jobs. It is partly because of cultural norms and partly due to 
better economic conditions where one breadwinner suffices the entire family unit. 
The same is true about the Saudi women who though feel cultural prohibition for 
driving but at the same time enjoy the facility of a chauffeur driven car and do not 
want to forsake it for freedom to drive. 
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Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
Pref. ace 
In 1998, a month long stay in Saudi Arabia in many ways helped shape my 
early perception of Arab women. Shopping malls at the Olyia High Street, the down 
town of the Saudi capital, buzzed with activity. Along with men delicately dressed in 
white robes were Saudi women attracting attention. They were a beautiful mix of 
tradition and modernity; for behind the veil were western garments. This explained 
why so many branded stores in the Saudi capital sold western outfits. But there was 
a reverse side also. At shopping malls were the Mutawwa, the religious police. 'Ghat, 
Ghat', they demanded and insisted that the face be covered. On subsequent trips 
there was more time for interacting with Saudi women, visiting their homes and 
partaking of their kind hospitality whence understanding of Saudi women deepened. 
Back home in India when I was planning to do a Ph.D. my inmates suggested 
that a Ph.D. in Arabic literature should be natural choice for me as I had an M.A. in 
Arabic. Should I select a less known or forgotten poet for my research? The idea did 
not interest me. I felt more inclined towards contemporary Arabia which I had seen 
with my own eyes and which since then had become a passion for me. It was a 
major decision to switch over to a cultural study. In fact, my academic interest had 
already taken a new turn during my Saudi trips which I might not have noticed 
then. 
However, after my registration for a Ph.D. program in the Centre for West 
Asian Studies, subsequent trips to the Kingdom were however not so interesting as I 
started looking at the things with the eyes of a researcher. The vastness of the 
subject made me feel very small and timid. I had chosen a huge subject. 
At the King Faisal Foundation which houses a very impressive library and which 
has an exclusive women section I came across over three dozens of microfiches of 
PhDs about various aspects of women life in the contemporary Gulf Some of the 
PhDs were done by women themselves and some specially focused on women 
participation in modern Arabia. 
Women education in the Kingdom and in the neighboring countries has 
fostered a new breed of Arab women who appear no inferior to their male 
counterparts. But an impartial survey was not possible in a system which does not 
allow any formal research without prior permission from the concerned ministries. 
And the people I randomly met at Saudi homes or in academic and market places 
could or could not be the sole denominators of social reality. In such a situation the 
only cautious approach was to rely on Arab media reports and the relevant academic 
research. Nevertheless, with the arrival of internet and the popularity of Blogs yet 
another window opened on me to see how the educated women in the GCC see, feel 
and sometime even act on issues of vital concern. 
Today, after years of hard work and the patience of turning thousands of pages, 
sitting hours and hours on the internet, moving from one link to another, I have 
this comfortable feeling that I have written only that much that the scope of the 
study allowed and left many things out for probably more academic work in the 
future. 
A Ph.D. dissertation is never accomplished alone. The Center for Wet Asian 
Studies; its teaching and supporting staff deserve my sincere thanks. It is my 
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privilege to thank Prof Mohd. Gulrez, the Director of the Centre, under whose able 
leadership I have the honor of submitting this work. I feel short of words to express 
my thanks and gratitude to my supervisor Dr. Ghulam Mursaleen for his persuasive 
guidance and cooperation. From its first draft to the present shape, this dissertation 
has undergone many linguistic corrections and improvements. I took advantage of 
residing in the neighborhood of Prof Iqbal Ahmad, formerly at the Department of 
English, who so affectionately encouraged me to write presentable English. It would 
be churlish on my part not to mention the Women Section of the King Faisal 
Library, Riyadh for providing me very valuable material without which this research 
would not have been possible. My sons Abraham (9+) and Mohammed (6+) also 
helped me in their own ways. They were less naughty when I was giving final 
touches to my dissertation. And finally, it was the constant support of my husband 
who provided me sufficient space to complete this dream project of mine. I do not 
have any apt expression to thank my parents whose sincere prayers eventually leito 
the completion of this work . Last but not the least, it is my duty to thank God 
whom I owe everything. 
I must however take full responsibility for any errors or inadequacies that one 
may find in this work. 
Centre for West Asian Studies, 
AMU, Aligarh 
August 2008 
Kausar Fatinia 
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Introduction 
The Preamble 
Veiled women of the Middle-East may not be as visible yet they are making 
headlines worldwide. World media talks little of semi-exposed western women 
today; instead, the hidden women of the Middle-East are now at centre-stage. For 
the West there is an aura of mystery about these women who are not only 
hidden, and thus unexplored, but also seen in the West through traditional 
stereotypes. However, with the rapid globalization and the increasing impact of 
information technology, the bombardment of visual images through TV and 
cyber-screens, the real women in flesh and blood have now become subject of 
serious academic research. 
The image of Muslim harem infested with a troop of young women has 
diminished, yet there is much confusion about what really goes on inside the 
boundaries of Middle Eastern homes. The outside world is not willing to accept 
that the Arab women too live an ordinary life and have the same aspirations as 
creating a strong family, raising their children and aspire for social, political and 
intellectual recognition. What Muslim women have achieved in a relatively 
shorter span of time as compared to others — especially after the flow of oil 
money and the establishment of modern educational institutions, is only a 
pleasant shock. This is again because there is a general perception that before the 
oil money the Muslim east was a barren land populated with only some camel 
driven nomads, knowing nothing about the deUcacies of civilization. This is 
purely a colonial approach that looks at the entire world of pre-westernized phase 
as less civilized. This approach either arrogantly ignores the achievements of 
other civilization or effectively dismantles them by judging them from the 
western yard-stick. 
At the very outset, it has also been important for this researcher to 
avoid what Edward Said refers to as the 'orientalist approach' to the 
region. What this simply means is, in as much as is possible, the 
researcher uses objective lens to assess the situation or events being 
analyzed rather than judging them using another set of values or cultural 
assumptions: To quote Edward Said: 
Taking the eighteenth century as a roughly defined starting point 
Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate 
institution for dealing with the Onent-dealing with it by making 
statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by 
teaching it, settling it by ruhng over it' in short, Orientalism, as a 
Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority 
over the Orient. 
This researcher has also been clear about the motive of this study. 
This study is not to prescribe what is good for women in the GCC 
countries; it only implies what may be the necessary conditions for 
women to play a pro-active role in the society. 
Over the course of my research it has been difficult finding 
appropriate and authentic data as in most of the GCC countries the 
governments do not publish statistics on women issues. Hence, we had to 
rely, in most cases on Arabic media reports and are studies by 
international agencies. This is primarily because the overwhelming 
amount of research done on women's issues either relate to human rights 
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or education of women in the Middle East, and not on emergence of 
women as a person, as a full-fledged citizen with an identity and name. 
The collection and dissemination of statistics by Government on women's 
participation in decision-making tends to be ad hoc and in response to 
specific demands. As a result monitoring and analysis of women's 
participation in decision-making has been largely focused on the public 
sector and in national politics. 
This is not to say that there are not ample resources to fall back on 
but that there is significantly less secondary resources to use for such a 
study. Having resorted to obtaining information from different books, 
dissertations and journals on women and politics the result has been an 
in-depth analysis of women in the region. 
Review of Literature 
In terms of literature review, the number of books that passed 
through my hands is huge. However, some highly influential writings on 
the topic stuck to my memory and served as the guiding light. Initially, 
they provided me a perspective and later, as my own thesis grew and 
matured, they served as basis of my critique. Some of them deserve a brief 
mentioning: 
• Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modem Debate (by Leila Ahmed) 
This book takes the approach of detailing Islamic history on gender 
and the impact it has had in shaping the Muslim mind. It traces the early 
feminist discourses in the Islamic Middle East, especially in relation to 
early Islam and how they helped shape contemporary attitudes towards 
women. The concluding section centers around modern day interpretation 
of women in the Middle East, as well as an analysis of social and religious 
assumptions that culture, religion, and ethnicity impose. 
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• Muslim Women and the Politics of Participation: Implementing the Beijing Platform 
(Mahnaz AfkKami, Erika Friedl (Eds) 
A collection of essays by various women academics, what probably 
links the issue these essays together is the UN World Conference on 
Women, which took place in Beijing in 1995, and where 189 nations 
signed an accord on women's status, referred to as the Platform for 
Action (PFA). The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) particularly ensues that 
governments do not use religion or culture to justify discriminatory 
actions against Women. Then here we have some very enlightening case 
studies about different Muslim countries. The essays also deal with 
possible strategies that should be employed in seeing the extensive 
implementation of political and social reforms in Muslim countries. 
• Women and Power in the Middle £ast {Joseph. & Slyomovics, Eds.) 
This again is another collection of essays by prominent women 
historians and academics focusing on cultural imperatives of women in 
the Muslim world. While these essays touch on cultural trends in twelve 
Muslim countries, they primarily focuses on the relationship between 
post-colonial ideologies like Pan-Arabism and Islamism and the 
emergence of Muslim women in political arena. Issues such as patriarchy, 
the role of family, civil society, the state, etc. are also explored here. The 
essays take into account political questions like how women view 
themselves in relation to the state, men, women, and the ir communities. 
• Women in the Middle East and North Africa (Nashat & Tucker) 
This book is about the gender inequalities in Muslim countries. It 
claims to take a 'non-Western' approach to the situation of women in the 
Muslim and Arab countries in North Africa and the Middle East. The 
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authors intended to produce a book that gave a new way of looking at 
gender issues in this region of the world, and employ a "third World" 
perspective that gives further insight into the plight of women—instead of 
looking at them from a disadvantaged position. The topics dealt with in 
this work include slavery, labor outside home, creative art and health. 
• Women in the Medieval Islamic World{Gaym R. G. Hambly, Ed.) 
This book is a collection of some of original essays on women in the pre-
modern phase of Islamic history. One encounters here a colorful portrait gallery 
of rulers, politicians, poets and patrons, as well as some larger than life fictitious 
females from the pages of Arabic, Persian and Turkish literature. This volume to 
which some twenty scholars have contributed, is part of the New Middle Ages, a 
series of trans-disciplinary studies of medieval cultures with an emphasis on 
recovering women's roles in these societies. It shows that the range of activities 
that medieval Islamic woman engaged in was not inferior to that pursued by 
women in modern Europe. Here we have stories of fictitious and historical 
women as tribal warriors, rulers of states, builders of religions etc. 
• Women in Islam and the Middle East: A Reader (Ruth Roded, Ed.) 
This book is a valuable collection of extracts from a range of sources dating 
from the early Islamic period until today. The readings cover various aspects of 
women's experience — legal, domestic, political, religious and cultural. They are 
accompanied by introductions that explain the background of each source and 
discuss some of the questions it raises, while bibliographies direct readers to 
additional material. This book displays well the impact of Islam as a religion and 
a political ideology on women; as it casts light on Islam's treatment of women in 
the private and public spheres. 
Yet another major resource used in searching information on the 
GCC women has been the unpublished dissertations and data that we got 
11 
as a curtsey from King Faisal Centre for Research & Islamic Studies. 
Some forty microfiches that they provided were mainly PhD dissertations 
on the Middle East in American Universities. 
In addition, am ample selection of journals, articles (print and 
online), and references have been employed in this research work. 
Scope of the Study 
The choice to focus this study on women in the GCC countries stems 
from the fact that there is a set of circumstances that make their situation 
unique, as is identified by Bassam Tibi: 
The Middle East is the hub of culturally diverse Islamic civilization. 
Politically the Middle East is a formation related to the dissolution 
of the Islamic Ottoman Empire after the First World War. Both in 
its Arab and Islamic scope, the Middle East is a politico-cultural 
world in its own terms, even though it is not exclusively Arab, and 
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is inextricably linked to the prevailing global structures." 
The plight of women in the Muslim and Arab world is of great 
importance, not only in terms of political and social realms, but also 
because the Muslims populations of the world are currently undergoing 
overall introspection followed by the American War on terror and in this 
debate women have become ultimate criteria to judge a community's 
progress. 
The conditions in the GCC countries are what they are today because of a 
unique set of historic and contemporary circumstances and whether or not these 
circumstances are justified are beyond the scope of this work. What should 
academically concern us are the reasons for the current lack of women's 
involvement in social and political institutions, and if they really lag behind their 
Bassam Tibi, Religious Fundamentalism, Ethnicity and the Nation-State in the Middle East, London, 
p.201 
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sisters in other parts of the world, we may also point out, the possible ways to 
help realize their full potential. 
Search for the New Woman 
The emergence of the new women in the Middle East is not so new if we 
look at this social phenomenon in traditional Muslim perspective. This is why 
when with the arrival of oil money women found an educational infrastructure 
they were not hesitant to join them. It was an extension, rather a continuation of 
their centuries long social history. The new role that these women were 
undertaking had a semblance in their history. At the back of their mind were the 
female role models of the past as mentioned in Arab folklores, history books, 
religious literature, compendiums of Hadith and even in the Quran. A close look 
at what goes inside the mind of Middle Eastern women calls for a general 
awareness o( the religious ethos which has shaped the modern women. This is 
one of the important tools for peeping into their minds. Without an 
understanding of theoretical as well as historical Islam it is not possible to 
explain what motivates or aspires a modern Arab woman and what constraints 
they encounter intellectually and emotionally other than those imposed by 
logistics. Hence, a brief account of the foundational intellectual sources. 
II 
The Quran 
The Quran is the foundational document that shapes and reshapes the 
Muslim worldview. The Muslim men and women at times may not appear 
adhering to the nominative Quranic principles, nevertheless, they always 
refer to it as a commanding book. Therefore, it is a must to have a 
glimpse of what Quran says about women: 
13 
The Believers, men and women, are protectors one of another: they enjoin 
what is just, and forbid what is evil: they observe regular prayers, practice 
regular charity, and obey Allah and His Messenger. On them will Allah 
pour His mercy: for Allah is Exalted in power, Wise. 
(Quran, 9:71) 
The re are n u m e r o u s passages in the Q u r a n tha t refer to w o m e n ' s 
special role , speak specifically to w o m e n and relate to h is tor ica l examples 
of great w o m e n . C e r t a i n passages even m a k e th is explici t by us ing bo th 
t he mascu l ine a n d the femin ine forms of verbs a n d n o u n s : 
Lo! Men who surrender unto Allah, and women who surrender, 
and men who believe and women who believe, 
and men who obey and women who obey, 
and men who speak the truth and women who speak the truth, and men 
who preserve (in righteousness) and women who persevere, 
and men who are humble and women who are humble, 
and men who give alms and woman who give alms, 
and men who fast and women who fast, 
and men who guard their modesty and women who guard (their modesty), 
and men who remember Allah much and women who remember—Allah 
hath prepared for them forgiveness and a vast reward. 
(Al-Quran 33:35) 
It is the same pr inc ip le of l iving for bo th m e n & w o m e n . T h e five 
'p i l la rs ' T a u h e e d and Salat (p rayer ) , (Sawm) fast ing, a lmsgiv ing and 
p i lg r image are i n c u m b e n t on w o m e n as on m e n . T h e fear of J u d g m e n t -
Day and the h o p e of paradise are the same for b o t h : 
If any do deeds of righteousness—be th ey male or female—and 
have faith, they will enter paradise. (Quran 4:124) 
The companions of the garden shall that day have joy in all that 
they do they and their wines, in pleasant shade, on thrones 
reclining Theirs the fruit of their good deeds and theirs all that 
they ask. The word from a Merciful Lord for them is, peace! 
(Quran 36:54-57) 
I suffer not the work of any worker, male or female, to be lost. Ye 
proceed from one another. 
(Quran 3:195) 
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This express ion , "Ye proceed from orie a n o t h e r " , recurs a n u m b e r of 
t imes in the Q u r a n . It is, a m o d e r n c o m m e n t a t o r no te s , a r e m i n d e r to 
men that w o m e n are of the same h u m a n s ta tus as themse lves . Both are 
equal ly to b l a m e w h e n they go wrong : 
Allah punished hypocritical men and hypocritical women, and 
idolatrous men and idolatrous women. But Allah pardoneth 
believing men and believing women, and Allah is every forgiving. 
Merciful". (Qjaran 33:73). 
The oa th of a l legiance given in the Q u r a n to be t aken by w o m e n is 
the s ame as tha t for m e n , except tha t for m e n the d u t y of defense is 
added: 
O Prophet! When believing come to thee to take the oath fealty to 
thee, that they will not associate in worship any other thing 
whatever with God, that they will not steal, that they will not 
commit adultery (or fornication), that they will not kill their 
children, that they will not utter slander, intentionally forging 
falsehood and that they will not disobey thee in any just matter — 
then do thou revive their fealty, and pray to God for the forgiveness 
(of their sins): for God is oft-forgiving, most Merciful. 
(Quran, 60:12) 
The deba te on the role of w o m a n is far from ended . In the t each ing of 
the Q u r a n w o m e n are equal bu t with a difference. W o m e n have a 
dis t inct ive role to play, differing from tha t of a m a n , even if as h u m a n 
souls they are r eckoned as equal . At the same t ime it is clear t ha t m a n is 
in au tho r i t y a n d he bears the full respons ib i l i ty for p rov id ing for his wife 
and family: 
Men are the qawwam (protectors and maintainers) of women, because God 
has given the one more (strength) than the other, and because they support 
them from their means. Therefore the righteous women are devoutly 
obedient, and guard in (the husband's) absence what God would have them 
3 M. M. Pickthall, The Meaning of the Glorious Koran, Mentor Books, New York, n.d., p.78 
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guard. As to those women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill-conduct, 
admonish them (first), (Next), refuse to share their beds, (And last) beat 
them (lightly); but if they return to obedience, seek not against them 
Means (of annoyance): For God is Most High, great (above you all). 
(Quran, 4:34) 
What Muslim women have to say may prove a vital contribution to 
the debate. It is important that their voice be heard. There is detailed 
legislation on family life in the Quran, dealing with marriage, divorce and 
inheritance. This is the basis of the code of personal law included in the 
Muslim law, the Shariah. Women had the right to own property from the 
time of the Prophet onwards while, as many Muslims point out, for 
centuries women in the West could dispose of nothing of their own and 
were under the financial control of their husbands. 
Apart from legal passages, historical characters appear in the Quran as 
examples which raise an ideal standard of womanhood. Only one woman 
Mary, the mother of Prophet Jesus, is actually named in the Quran, but a 
large number of verses refer to women. These include exhortations 
addressed to 'the believing men and the believing women', revelations 
specific to women or to relations between men and women, and laws 
pertinent to marriage, divorce, inheritance, etc. According to one 
estimate, some 80 per cent of the legal material in the Quran refers to 
women. 
First, the parable of Eve, Hawa, the archetypal mother of mankind. 
Her name is never given, but three times in different contexts the story of 
Satan's tempting Adam and his wife is told: 
We said: "O Adam! dwell thou 
And thy wife in the Garden; 
And eat of the bountiful things therein 
As (where and when) ye will; but approach not this tree. 
Or ye run into harm and transgression." (Quran, 2:35) 
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T h e n Satan began whi spe r ing sugges t ions to t h e m , b r i n g i n g openly 
before the i r m i n d s all the i r shame tha t was h i d d e n from t h e m before. H e 
said: 
Then began Satan to whisper suggestions to them, bringing openly before 
their minds all their shame that was hidden from them (before): he said: 
"Your Lord only forbade you this tree, lest ye should become angels or such 
beings as live for eve r." And he swore to them both, that he was their 
sincere adviser. So by deceit he brought about their fall: when they tasted of 
the tree, their shame became manifest to them, and they began to sew 
together the leaves of the garden over their bodies. And their Lord called 
unto them: "Did I not forbid you that tree, and tell you that Satan was an 
avowed enemy unto you?" They said: "Our Lord! We have wronged our 
own souls: If thou forgive us not and bestow not upon us Thy Mercy, we 
shall certainly be lost." (God) said: "Get ye down. With enmity between 
yourselves. On earth will be your dwelling-place and your means of 
livelihood, for a time." He said: "Therein shall ye live, and therein shall ye 
die; but from it shall ye be taken out (at last)." 
(Quran, 7:20-25) 
The re is a m a r k e d difference be tween this Q u r a n i c accoun t and the 
story in Genesis. In the Quran, woman is not the one who first yields to 
temptation as the Bible would make us believe. Here, both act together, 
and the responsibility is mutual. The power of choice was given to them 
both. 
There is no scriptural authority for the Muslim to blame women for 
the sins of men, a theme of which certain Christian theologians have 
made much. 
Other characters appear more briefly. The fate of Lot's wife is a 
matter of repeated warning, and Noah's wife is coupled with her. Both 
women are examples o( individual responsibility. The wives of good men 
cannot rely on their husband's virtues to save them from Hell-fire. The 
good examples are the wife of Pharaoh, and the Virgin Mary. Pharaoh's 
wife, known by tradition as 'Asiyah, saved the life of the infant Moses 
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w h e n he was p icked up from the river ( Q u r a n 28:9)- H e r p rayer is for 
faith in the mids t of the evil world in which she lives, whereas Mary 
' gua rds her chas t i ty ' apar t . 
T h r e e t imes the story is told of the visit of angels to A b r a h a m to 
p romise the b i r th of Isaac in his old age: and his wife 's inc redu lous 
l augh te r at t he news . Sarah ' s n a m e is not actual ly m e n t i o n e d . N o r , 
surpr i s ingly , is t ha t of he r rival H a g a r (Ha ja r ) , whose b a n i s h m e n t and 
a b a n d o n m e n t in the deser t , on the site of the future Mecca , plays so great 
a par t in Arab t r ad i t ion , pre- Is lamic as well as M u s l i m , in t he s tory of the 
Ka 'bah and the r i tual of the p i lgr image , the Haj j . 
T h e Q u e e n of Sheba, Bilqis, provides an i l l umina t i ng example of a 
w o m a n exerc is ing poli t ical power . T h e nar ra t ive r e c o u n t i n g her visit to 
So lomon a n d her convers ion to the t rue faith cap tu res t he essence of 
feminine n a t u r e ( Q u r a n , 27:16-44). N o t she a lone b u t t he en t i re 
popu l a t i on u n d e r he r l eadersh ip embraces t rue faith: 
"Go thou, with this letter of mine, and deliver it to them: then draw back 
from them, and (wait to) see what answer they return"... (The queen) said: 
"Ye chiefs! here is delivered to me - a letter worthy of respect. "It is from 
Solomon, and is (as follows): 'In the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most 
Merciful: "Be ye not arrogant against me, but come to me in submission (to 
the true Religion)." She said: "Ye chiefs! advise me in (this) my affair: no 
affair have I decided except in your presence." They said: "We are endued 
with strength, and given to vehement war: but the command is with thee; 
so consider what thou wilt command." She said: "Kings, when they enter a 
country, despoil it, and make the noblest of its people its meanest thus do 
they behave. "But I am going to send him a present, and (wait) to see with 
what (answer) return (my) ambassadors." 
(Quran, 27: 28-35) 
Female rulers in the Mus l im wor ld always looked at her as the role 
mode l , a l eg i t imate source of insp i ra t ion . 
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Far o u t s h i n i n g any of these w o m e n is Mary , m o t h e r of Jesus , 
Sayyidatna Maryam: "The angels said, O Mary , Al lah h a t h chosen thee 
and m a d e thee p u r e , and ha th preferred thee above all the w o m e n of 
c rea t ion ." H e r s tory is one of the r ecu r r en t t h e m e s in the Q u r a n ; the 
s tory of M a r y ' s own mi racu lous b i r th to aged p a r e n t s a n d he r ch i ldhood 
in the t e m p l e . T h e A n n u n c i a t i o n and the Virgin Bir th are b o t h p resen t in 
t he Q u r a n i c s tory of M a r y and Jesus : 
Behold! the angels said: "O Mary! Allah giveth thee glad tidings of a Word 
from Him: his name will be Christ Jesus, the son of Mary, held in honour 
in this world and the Hereafter and of (the company of) those nearest to 
Allah. "He shall speak to the people in childhood and in maturity. And he 
shall be (of the company) of the righteous." She said: "O my Lord! How 
shall I have a son when no man hath touched me?" He said: "Even so: 
Allah createth what He willeth: When He hath decreed a plan, He but saith 
to it, 'Be,' and it is! "And Allah will teach him the Book and Wisdom, the 
Law and the Gospel, "And (appoint him) an apostle to the Children of 
Israel...." 
(Quran 3:45-9) 
It is the spir i t of t he Q u r a n tha t is vitally i m p o r t a n t , as well as its 
rules . T h e verses q u o t e d above from var ious Q u r a n i c con tex t clearly show 
tha t M u s l i m w o m e n has e n o u g h ideological jus t i f icat ion to live as 
comple te be ing . She is no inferior to the i r male c o u n t e r p a r t and hence 
be ing w o m a n c a n n o n be cons idered to be a h a n d i c a p . In fact. O n the 
St ra ight Pa th — as the rel igion of Is lam is genera l ly called, life is full and 
free, and m e n and w o m e n walk it toge ther . 
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Ill 
Hadith 
Now let us turn to Hadith, the second commanding authority in 
orthodox Islam. Although there is no explicit verse in the Quran that excludes 
women from the political arena, there are some traditions that lead to this 
conclusion. It is reported by Al-Bukhari in one of the hadiths (sayings) of 
Prophet Muhammad that 'A people who place women in charge of their affairs 
will never prosper.' Women scholars and historians like Fatima Mernissi 
recognize the significance of this statement and the impact of its unquestioned 
place in Islamic theology. 
This hadith is the sledgehammer argument used by those who want to 
exclude women from politics .. This hadiths is so important that it is 
practically impossible to discuss the question of women's political rights 
without referring to it, debating it, and taking a position on it.' 
We will return to Mernissi and other Muslim feminists later. First, let us take a 
quick look at other similar sayings attributed to the prophet, upon whom be 
peace. 
Likewise, Ibn Hanbal reported that Prophet Muhammed is to have said 'Men 
perish if they obey women.' Strict interpretations of these hadiths show that 
women have no role in politics, be it through suffrage or representation, and that 
any attempt to bring them into politics would amount to bid'a (innovation, 
which is forbidden in Islam). But such a strict interpretation is clearly out of 
favor with even the most prohibitive of Muslim and Arab societies. 
Denise Spelling, 'History Then, History Now The role of Medieval Islamic Religio-Political Sources in 
Shaping the Modern Debate on Gender,' in Beyond the Exotic Women's Histories in Islamic Societies, 
ed Amira El Azhary Sonbol (Syracuse, NY Syracuse University Press, 2005), p 7 
Fatima Mernissi, Women's Rebellion & Islamic Memory {LonAon Zed Books Ltd, 1996), p 4 
Denise Spellmg, Loc cit, 
Fatrnia Mernissi, op cit (London Zed Books Ltd, 1996), p 5 
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Apart from a couple of anti-women traditions whose authority is 
disputed and which Mernissi has clearly proven contextually unreliable, 
there are a load of traditions that very favorably depict the womankind. 
More so, women are even transmitters of the prophetic narrative. If 
woman's wise counsel is not to be trusted how come she is considered as 
a repository of prophetic traditions? 
The archetype of these first-generation traditionists is Aisha, 
Muhammad's favorite wife, who related 1210 Hadiths (228 of which are 
included in Bukhari's work and 242 in Muslim's). Some 1,000 other 
female companions o( the Prophet related traditions, 17 per cent of the 
Q 
trustworthy transmitters of the first generation by one count. Thus, the 
legitimacy of women as oral transmitters of this crucial Islamic material 
was established. As collections of authenticated traditions became 
prevalent so women also attained prominence and became source of 
authority as valued transmitters. 
The Hadith literature is full of praise for virtuous and chaste women. 
The prophet is reported to have said: 
The world and all things in the world are precious but the most 
precious thing in the world is a virtuous woman. He once told the 
future Khalif, 'Umar'. "Shall I not inform you about the best 
treasure a man can hoard? It is a virtuous wife who pleases him 
whenever he looks at her, and who guards herself when he is absent 
form her. 
On other occasions the Prophet said: 
Imam Zahbi in his monumental work Tazkerah / / u ^ z writes that among the male transmitters there 
are many fabricators but he could not find a single woman fabricator when it comes to Hadith. See, 
Rashid Shaz, Al-Hijab wa Lakin Ila Ayye Mada, London, 2005, p.5 
Musnad Ahmad and Sahih Muslim 
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The best ma^a'(precious things) a man can have is a remembering 
tongue (about Allah), a grateful heart and a believing wife who 
helps him in his faith. 
Before the advent of Islam w^omen w^ere often treated v^rorse than 
animals. The Prophet v^anted to put a stop to all cruelties to w^omen. He 
preached kindness towards them. The prophet was most emphatic in 
enjoining upon Muslims to be kind to their women when he delivered his 
famous Khutba on the Mount of Mercy at Arafat in the presence of one 
hundred and twenty-four thousand of his Companions who had gathered 
there for the Hajj al-Wada (Farewell Pilgrimage). In it he ordered those 
present, and through them all those Muslims who were to come later, to 
be respectful and kind towards women. He said: 
Fear Allah regarding women. Verily you have married them with 
the trust of Allah, and made their bodies lawful with the word of 
Allah. You have got (rights) over them, and they have got (rights) 
over you in respect of their food and clothing according to your 
means. 
In Islam a woman is a completely independent personality. She can 
make any contract or bequest in her own name. She is entitled to inherit 
in her position as mother, as wife, as sister and as daughter. She has 
perfect liberty to choose her husband. The pagan society of pre-Islamic 
Arabia had an irrational prejudice against their female children whom 
they used to bury alive. The Messenger of Allah (peace be upon him) was 
totally opposed to this practice. He showed them that supporting their 
female children would act as a screen for them against the fire of Hell. 
Syeda Aisha narrates: 
Musnad Ahmad and Ibn Majah 
See the Prophet's farewell sermon recorded in The Farewell Sermon of Prophet Muhammad by Hakan 
Yesilova (Editor) The Light, Inc.; Bklt edition, 2004 
22 
A lady along with her two daughters came to me asking (for some alms), 
but she found nothing with me except one date which I gave to her and she 
divided it between her two daughters, and did not eat anything herself, and 
then she got up and went away. Then the Prophet came in and I informed 
him about this story. He said, "Whoever is put to trial by these daughters 
and he treats them generously (with benevolence) then these daughters will 
12 
act as a shield for him from Hell-Fire." 
Woman as mother commands great respect in Islam. The Quran 
speaks of the rights of the mother in a number of verses. It enjoins 
Muslims to show^ respect to their mothers and serve them w^ell even if 
they are still unbelievers. The Prophet states emphatically that the rights 
of the mother are paramount. Abu Hurairah reported that a man came to 
the Messenger of Allah (peace be upon him) and asked: "O Messenger of 
Allah, who is the person who has the greatest right on me with regards to 
kindness and attention?" He replied: "Your mother." "Then who?" He 
replied. "Your mother." "Then who?" He replied, "Your mother." He 
replied, "Your father." 
In other tradition, the Prophet advised a believer not to join the war 
against the Quraish in defense of Islam but to look after his mother, 
saying that his service to his mother would be a cause of his salvation, 
Mu'awiyah, the son of Jahimah, reported that Jahimah came to the 
Prophet (peace be upon him) and said, "Messenger of Allah! I want to 
join the fighting (in the path of Allah) and I have come to seek your 
advice." He said, "Then remain in your mother's service, because Paradise 
is under her feet." 
The Prophet's followers accepted his teaching and brought about a 
revolution in their social attitude towards women. They no longer 
" Sahih Al-Bukhari, (See Hadith No. 24, Vol. 8). 
Musnad Ahmad aai Abu Daud 
Musnad Ahmad 
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considered women as mere chattels, but as an integral part of society. For 
the first time women were given the right to have a share in inheritance. 
In the new social climate, women rediscovered themselves and became 
highly active members of society rendering useful service during the wars 
which the pagan Arabs forced on the emerging Muslim Umma. They 
carried provisions for the soldiers, nursed them, and even fought 
alongside them if it was necessary. It became a common sight to see 
women helping their husbands in the fields, carrying on trade and 
business independently, and going out of their homes to satisfy their 
needs, as related in the following reportage: 
Ay'isha reported that Saudah bint Zam'ah went out one night, 
Omer saw her and recognized her and said, "O Sauda! By Allah, 
you cannot hide yourself from us, so think of a way by which you 
should not be recognized on going out. Sauda returned while 
Allah's Apostle was in my house taking his supper and a bone 
covered with meat was in. his hand. She entered and said, "O Allah's 
Apostle! I went out to answer the call of nature and 'Umar said to 
me so-and-so." Then Allah inspired him (the Prophet) and when the 
state of inspiration was over and the bone was still in his hand as 
he had not put in down, he said (to Sauda), "You (women) have 
been allowed to go out for your needs." 
The predominant idea in the teachings of Islam with regard to men 
and women is that a husband and wife should be full-fledged partners in 
making their home a happy and prosperous place, that they should be 
loyal and faithful to one another, and genuinely interested in each other's 
welfare and the welfare of their children. A woman is expected to exercise 
a humanizing influence over her husband and to soften the sternness 
inherent in his nature. A man is enjoined to educate the women in his 
Sahih Bukhari, 
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care so that they cultivate the qualities in which they, by their very 
nature, excel. 
These aspects were much emphasized by the Prophet (peace be upon 
him). He exhorted men to marry women of piety and women to be 
faithful to their husbands and kind to their children. He said: "The best of 
you is he who is best to his family, and I am the best among you to my family." 
The Shariah regards women as the spiritual and intellectual equals of 
men. The main distinction it makes between them is in the physical realm 
based on the equitable principle of fair division of labor. It allots the 
more strenuous work to the man and makes him responsible for the 
maintenance of the family. It allots the work of managing the home and 
the upbringing and training of children to the woman, work which has 
the greatest importance in the task of building a healthy and prosperous 
society. 
Muslim society, both past and present, has usually been regarded, in 
Muslim circles and elsewhere, as a man's world. But cities of Arabia 
fourteen hundred years ago, the number of women who played prominent 
roles is surprising. It becomes clear that the prophet gained love, respect 
and loyalty of many women as well as men, in a society where they 
appear as independent individuals. 
IV 
Women in Early Islamic History 
Probably it would not be out of place to portray social conditions of 
the time when Islam came to reshape human perception of women. There 
16 
Tirtnizi 
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are many contrasting threads in the pattern of the society in which the 
prophet Muhammad grew up. There is a romantic side to it, represented 
by the Pre-Islamic poets. In a desert setting, they sang of beauty and 
adventure of lovely women and well bred horses. The romantic picture, 
however, had its reverse side. 'The Days of ignorance' is how the early 
Muslim characterized the era that preceded them. The expression 
jahiliyah carries the same connotation as does the word 'barbarism': 
uncivilized, rude, wild, uncultured. 
As a young man, Muhammad entered the employment of a woman of 
importance, the twice-widowed Khadijah, belonging to the leading 
Makkan tribe of Quraish. In spite of the limitations of women, in her 
position she was able to own and run an import-export business, send her 
caravans to far off places, and employ agents and managers. One of these 
managers was Mohammed whom Khadijah chose to marry later. After the 
death of Khadijah, the opposition to Muhammad grew so strong in 
Makkah that he decided to move to Medina. 
In the mission of the prophet women played a prominent part. Few 
groups of men and women in history have lived through changes a radical 
and as influential in history as did those women around Muhammad. 
Muhammad's young wife 'A'ishah throughout her life managed to 
play an active part in affairs. She is the source of much intimate 
knowledge of her husband's life and practice. Muhammad himself said 
that she was his best beloved. He seems to have prized her wisdom and 
spiritual insight she was the only wife in whose company he used to 
receive revelations. 
Muhammad's youngest daughter Fatima typifies the woman whose life 
is spent, and whose personality is fulfilled, in service to a mission. She 
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came to symbolize courage and velour. One day in the Kaba her father 
was set upon as he bowed in prayer, and was pelted with refuse. Young 
Fatima cleaned the dirt off him and shouted at the offenders. At the battle 
of Uhud, Aaishah was one of those who carried water in leather bottles to 
17 
the wounded, and Fatima dressed the face-wound her father suffered. In 
early Islam, woman not only nursed the wounded, they sometimes fought 
themselves. 
Umm Haram, maternal aunt of the Prophet, and her husband 
accompanied the army that raided the Island of Cyprus in the year 
29/649- The attack was repulsed, Umm Haram fell from the mule she was 
riding and broke her neck. 
The women we have mentioned are only a selection among many, 
known by name and by character, who made their mark in the first 
fellowship of Islam. In each of the fourteen centuries that followed, the 
contribution of such women can be discerned, however restricted their 
public appearances may have been. It is in the very nature of things that a 
healthy society is always a shared enterprise between both men and 
women. 
When Hussain, Fatima's son was killed by emissaries of the Umayyad 
Caliph Yazid together with all but one of his male relatives. It was the 
woman of the family who escaped the massacre at Kerbala. The Heroine 
of the story is Hussein's sister Zainab, who was with her brother to the 
end. 
Abu Bakr, first successor of Muhammad, died in peace. The second 
Caliph Omer, fell to an assassin's dagger and the disputes over the 
succession between the supporters of Uthman and Ali third and fourth 
Syed Sulaiman Nadvi, Heroic Deeds of Muslim Women, Lahore, 1961, p.7 
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Caliph, led in the end to violent deaths for them both. We see an active 
participation of woman in all these events. Nailah, young wife of Uthman 
lost the finger of a hand as she strove to protect her aged husband from 
18 
his assassins. Then there was the Battle of the Camel — so named 
because Aishah herself commanded the battle from the back of a camel. 
Half a century later, when the vigor of the Umayyads was declining, 
the struggle with the prophet 's family was renewed. This time with the 
descendants of his uncle 'Abbas, strongly entrenched in Iraq. It was Al-
Mansur, the son of Al-Abbas who planned and built the new city of 
Baghdad. The development of learning and culture that took place during 
the reigns of Al-Mansoor's sons and grandsons is one of the major 
intellectual breakthrough not only in Arab history but in world history. 
The part of the woman played in this sudden growth of civilization 
can be traced in numerous records that have been preserved from the 
period. Three famous queens graced the courts of the caliphs during the 
first century of Baghdad's existence. First of the three was Khaizuran, 
who by her beauty and wits won her way from slavery to becoming the 
wife of Al-Mansur's son Al-Mahdi, and became subsequently the mother 
of two caliphs, Al-Hadi and the famous Harun al-Rashid. Second was 
Zubaidah, of royal birth, married to her cousin Harun al-Rashid. She was 
the mother of his son and short-lived successor Al-Amin, and step-mother 
of the brother who replaced him, Al-Mamun. The third was Buran, 
daughter of a fabulously wealthy minister of Al-Mamun, who married her 
at a wedding that became proverbial for splendor. 
18 
See, N. Abbott "Woman and the State in Islam" Journal of Near East Studies, 1942, 
pp.341-2 
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All the three were influential in the affairs of the state, were patrons 
of the arts and generous benefactresses. Khaizuran was the most 
politically ambitious. Zubaidah is best remembered for her provision of 
fresh water supplies on the pilgrim road and in Makkah. Both of these 
women exercised their greatest power when their sons were ruling. Buran 
never became queen-mother, so her period of influence was shorter, but 
she survived her husband Al-Mamun for over half a century, and was part 
of Baghdad society during the reigns of eight of his successors. 
While Zubaidah was pregnant, another son, the eldest, was presented 
to her by the caliph from a Persian slave girl who died in giving him 
birth. Zubaidah cared for the elder baby, as she did for her own child, and 
the two boys grew up together. Here again were seeds of serious strife, for 
the twice royal Al-Amin could not compete with his more able step 
brother. 
Zubaidah had to control the sibling rivalry between the two. When 
Harun al-Rashid died there was war between the two sons. Zubahidah, 
who loved both men, tried to mediate. She stayed faithfully by the side of 
her own son Al-Amin, but she was no blind partisan. An Army was sent 
to fight Al-Amin, and she talked to its general. The conversation depicts 
how strong-willed and commanding she was: 
The commander of the faithful is my son, the exclusive object of my 
affections. But for Atdullah Al-Mamun I have much sympathy on 
account of the wrongs which have befallen him. My son, the King, 
has disputed with his brother over his sovereignty, but you should 
recognize Abdullah's rights as a son and as a brother. Do not 
affront him in speech, for you are not his peer; nor treat him 
roughly as you would do to a slave; nor demean him by fetters or 
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chains . Hold his stirrup when he mounts, and, if he speaks ill of 
19 you, be patient with him 
In the end, it was the general and not Al-Mamun who was captured. 
Al-Mamun advanced on Baghdad, and Al-Amin was killed in an attempt 
to escape. Al-Mamun was held Responsible for his brother 's death. But 
Zubaidah would have nothing to do with revenge. Al-Mamun wrote to her 
that he had no intention of killing his brother, and asked her forgiveness. 
To this the mother 's reply was astonishing: 
If I lost a son who was caliph, I now have a son who is caliph No 
mother is bereft who holds you by the hand. There is a day when 
you two will meet again, and I pray Allah that he will forgive both 
you 20 or 
Woman bears the Torch of Knowledge 
As Muslim civilization flourished so did the educational institutions. 
Women like men became its beneficiaries. Islam had made it clear that 
acquiring knowledge was essential to faith both for the men and women. 
Primary schools {Kuttabs, Maktabs), in which the minimal knowledge 
needed to be a good Muslim was taught, were established wherever Islam 
spread, as early as in the Ummayad period. 
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A biographical dictionary Al-Daw' al-Lami li ahl al-Qarn al Tasi 
composed by the fifteenth-century scholar Muhammad b. Abd al-Rahman 
al-Sakhawi (died 902/1497) devotes to over eleven thousand prominent 
individuals who died during the ninth Islamic century. At the end oi this 
work, he devotes a special section to the biographies of more than one 
thousand women. Thirty-eight per cent of these women studied, received 
' ' D M Dunlop, Arab CivJization to AD 1500, Longman, 1971, p 259 
N Abbot, op cit 
Al-Daw' al-Lami h ahl al-Qarn al Tasi, Cairo 1353 AH 
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certificates {ijazas) to transmit their learning and work as professional 
teachers. 
Among the most prominent of these medieval learned women was 
Aisha, daughter of Muhammad b. Abd al-Hadi. She was born in 723 Hijra 
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[1323 A.C.] and was brought to hear al-Hajjar and Abadallah b.Al-
•yri 
Hasan and Abd al-Qadir b. Al-Muluk and [other] people. Among the 
subjects that she was trained were: first, the Sahib Bukhari, and second, 
the Sahih of Muslim, and third, Sira, of Ibn Hisham. She was granted 
licenses by such prominent luminaries of the time such as: Ibn al-Zirad, 
Isma'il b. Umar b.al-Hamawi, Sitt al-Fuqaha' [Lady of the Legists] the 
daughter of al-Wasiti , Yahya b. Fadlallah, al-Burhan al- Ja'abri, al-
Burhan b. al-Furqan, Abu al-Hasan al-Bandaniji, Abdallah b. Muhammad 
b. YusuF , al-Sharaf b. al-Barizi, Ibrahim b. Salih b.al-Ajami and others. 
She lived until she was unique among most of her shykhs and stood out 
among the other transmitters of prophetic traditions. She related to a 
Abu al-Abbas Ahmad b. Abu Talib al-Hajjar was a famous transmitter of traditions whose biography 
appears m the eight/fourteen century biographical dictionary of Ibn Hajjar al-Asqalani (1- no.404, pp. 
152-3). 
Abdallah b. al-Hasan or al-Husayn may be the Hanbali hadith scholar from Jerusalem whose 
biography appears m second volume of Ibn Hajar's centenary dictionary (pp.36l-362, no. 2139) He died 
m 732/1331. 
Shaykha Sitt al-Fuqaha' (whose name was Amat al Rahman), the daughter of Taqi al-Din Ibrahim b. 
Ah al-Wasiti, was an outstanding traditinist (musnida) who died iii 726/1325 at the age of ninety-two or 
nmety-three. Biographies of her appear m the historical, chronological work of her near contemporary 
Dhahabi who died in 764/1347 (25:no.l69, pp 117-8); and Ibn Hajar (2: no. 1789, p. 221) 
Abdallah b. Muhammad b. Yusuf was born m Jerusalem m (A^IVISI, studied with a number oi 
teachers including his father and Shamiya daughter of al-Bakri, and later settled in Nablus He was the 
last of those who related from many shykhs m the country He died in 737/1336 The last person to 
relate what he heard from him m Cairo was Qadi Qustice) Nasir al-Din Nasrallah b. Ahmad the hanbali 
qadi (judge) of Cairo. His biography appears m the second volume of Ibn Hajar (no.2236, pp. 410-11) 
Ibrahim b. Salih b. al-Ajami was born some time after the year 640/1242. He was the last traditionist 
to relate from Yusuf b. Khalil and many people travelled to study with him. He died m 731/1330 and his 
biography appears m the first volume of Ibn Hajar (no 66,pp 28-9.) who cites al-Barzah, al-Dhahabi, Ibn 
Habib, and his children as those who heard from him 
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great many scholars, and masters {imams) learned from her, particularly 
al-Rahhala [the great traveler] and many more. 
Among those who frequented her were many great shaykhs of the 
time. She died in 8 l6 Hijra [1413 AC] in Damascus after granting a 
license to [the Lady] Zayn Khatun and Rabi'a and Muhammad and his 
children. She was the last to relate Bukhari after hearing it from an 
excellent source. It is remarkable coincidence that Sitt al-Wuzara' [Lady 
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of the Ministers] the daughter of Umar b. As'ad b.al Manja was the last 
woman in the world who related from Ibn al-Zubayda and she died in 716 
Hijra [1316 AC], Aisha exceeded her because no man remained on earth 
of those who heard form al-Hajjar, Sitt al-Wuzara's colleague, except her, 
and one hundred years separate the deaths of the two. She is cited in 
Maqrizi's Uqud. 
'Al-Sakhawi's Kitab al-Nisa' is a source for the social and Economic 
History of Muslim Women during the Fifteenth Century A.D. A chapter 
in Roded's Women in the Islamic Biographical Collections deals with the 
numbers of women of learning cited in these works from the time of the 
Shaykha Sitt al Wuzara'(also named Umm Abdallah) the daughter of Qadi Shams ai-Dm Umar b 
As'ad b al Manja was born m 624/1226 she heard Bukhari's Sahih and Shaft's Musnad collection of 
traditions from her father and from Abu Abdallah b al Zubaydi She traveled to Egypt to pursue 
learnmg and went on the hajj pilgrimage twice She was married four times and had three daughters 
She had many pupils and was called the foremost traditionist of her age because she was the last person 
to have heard these works from a superior source Several male students are named in her biographies 
She died m 716/1316 or 717/1317 at the age of ninety-two or ninety-three Biographies of her appear in 
Dhahabi (2 169), Safadi (25 no l68,p 117), Ibn Hajar (2 no l800, pp 223-4), and the historical work of 
the eleventh/seventeenth century compiler Ibn al Imad (6 p 40) 
Among the numerous works of the medieval Egyptian historian Taqi al-Dm al-Maqrizi (766-845/1364 
1442), an extensive but uncompleted biographical dictionary of prominent Egyptians titled Durar al-
'Iqudis known 
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Prophet to the modern period, their male and female teachers and 
29 
students, and the parameters of women's learning. 
Women in Medieval Courts 
As Muslim women were aware of their constitutional rights they never 
sat at homes leaving their male colleagues to defend them. The legal 
documents of the Muslim courts bear testimony to this fact. These records 
show that women appeared regularly in the law courts as litigants in 17 to 
68 per cent of the cases, depending on time and venue. They were 
involved in cases dealing with marriage, divorce, and guardianship, as 
well as a wide variety of property issues ranging from inheritance and 
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estates to commercial transactions. Since Islamic law was the law of the 
land, not only Muslims, but Christians and Jews as well came to the court 
to settle their disputes. 
A description of some traditional female professions based on the 
historical material may be found in Ahmad Abd ar-Raziq, La femme au 
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temps des mamlouks en Egypte which provides an overview from the 
perspective of Istanbul on women's activities in the sixteenth century. 
The fact that Muslim women are legally allowed to establish 
endowments and actually did so has long been evident in the names of 
buildings — such as the Khasseki Sultan in Jerusalem; and other 
geographic sites — such as the Zubayda Road for pilgrims from southern 
Jonathan Berkey's The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo also provides an 
excellent introduction to the subject A medieval Islamic treatise on education Instruction of 
the Student, the Method of Learning (New York, 1947) by al-Zarnuji has been translated by 
G E von Grunebaum 
Amnon Cohen & Elisheva Simon Piqali, eds Jews in die Moslem Court Society, Economy and 
Communal Organization on Sixteenth Century Jerusalem, Jerusalem Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 1993 
Ian C Dengler, 'Turkish Women in the Ottoman Empire The Classical Age' in Women in 
the Muslim World, eds Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie (Cambridge Harvard University Press, 
1978) 
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Iraq to Mecca and Medina. Right here in Aligarh, the Sultan Jahan Manzil 
is a witness to this legacy. 
Studies of large numbers of endowments deeds and other documents 
from various regions and periods have shown that the proportion of 
women among founders of endowments ranges between 17 per cent and 
50 per cent with a tentative mean of about 35 per cent. While this is still 
less than the proportion of women in the population, it indicates that 
large number of women actually owned property and apparently disposed 
of it the way they wished. 
Woman takes the Mantle of Spiritual Leadership 
Unlike Christianity which propagated the idea that women have no 
souls hence prone to temptations, Muslim women found no such 
ideological road block in their way to spiritual development. Throughout 
Islamic history we have a number of women luminaries known for their 
exceptional piety. These Sufi women are generally not so much 
acknowledged. In his collection of the hagiographies Abd al-Rahmand b. 
Ali Ibn al-Jawzi (died 597/1200) has recorded some 240 biographies, close 
to one-quarter of them are of women. The larger number and proportion 
of women is specifically cited in the introduction as one of the reasons for 
the superiority of his work over that of his predecessors. Men neglect to 
mention the female worshippers of God with their feminine shortcomings, 
it says, even though the noted Sufi Sufyan al-Thawri learned from the 
woman Rabi'a and was guided by her words. 
The most famous female Sufi saint is Rabi'a al-Adawiyya (c.lOO-
185/718-801) who is credited with having introduced the concept of 
See, Kamil al-Ghazzi, Nahr al-dhahab fi tarikh halab (Aleppo: al-Matba'a al-Maruniyya, 1342-1345 
AH), 2: 596, 192.) Published in Women in Islam and the Middle East: A Reader, edited by Ruth Roded, 
New york, 1999, p. 142. 
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unquestioning love of God to the ascetic movement. Stories of Rabi'a are 
very popular both in the East and West. She was the subject of a scholarly 
biography in the seminal work of Margaret Smith Rabi'a the Mystic and 
Her Fellow Saints in Islam. Rabi'a's image is prevalent in popular 
culture to this day. 
In the Muslim milieu it is generally accepted that women could be as 
saintly as men, though this view at times require some sort of defense. 
The great reformer Al-Ghazali, who owed much to Rabi'ah's life and 
teaching, says to his male readers: 
Consider the state of the God-fearing woman and say to your own 
soul, 'O my soul, be not content to be less than a woman, for a man 
is contemptible if he comes short of a woman, in respect of her 
religion, and her relation to this world.' So we will now mention 
something of the spiritual state of the women who have devoted 
themselves to the service of God.... 
He then cites several well-known women saints as examples of 
attainment in the spiritual life. 
A Damascus writer, Taqi al-Din al-Hisni (died 830/1426), wrote a 
whole book about women saints, and found no lack of material. In his 
introduction we read: 
When He exhorted the creatures to be obedient. He did not single 
out the men, but spoke of the Muslims, men and women, and the 
believers of both sexes and those who observed the law, men and 
women, and the verses dealing with this are many and are not 
secret. 
33 
34 
(Cambridge, 1928) 
M. Smith, op. cit, p. 137, from M. Al-Ghzali Ihya ul-uluw al-din (Cairo 1272) IV 353, Quoted in 
Chans Weddy, Women in Muslim History, London and New York, 1980, p.60 
Quoted m Chans Weddy, Women m Muslim History, London and New York, 1980, p.60 
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Farid al-Din Attar himself defends his inclusion of Rabi'ah. 'If anyone 
says, 'Why have you included Rabi'ah in the rank of men?' my answer is 
that the Prophet himself said, 'God does not regard your outward forms.' 
Attar argued that if it was proper to derive two-thirds of our religion from 
A'ishah, there was no point in rejecting other women who carry her 
legacy. To Attar, when a woman becomes a 'man' in the path of God, she 
is a man and one cannot any more call her a woman. 
Al-Ghazali also quotes the answer Rabi'ah gave when she was asked 
about Paradise. She cited the proverb, "First the neighbour, then the 
house", meaning that what she desired was not the delights of Paradise 
37 
but the Lord of Paradise Himself. She gave a similar reply one spring 
morning when her servant called her to come out and "see what the 
Maker has wrought." "Do you rather come in, and see the Maker. The 
contemplation of the Maker pre-occupies me, so that I do not care to look 
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upon what He has made. 
Rabi'ah's prayers still hold our imagination as we intend to purify our 
motives. She is a role mode 1 of attaining spiritual ecstasy both for men 
and women: 
O God, my whole occupation and all my desire in this world, of all 
worldly things, is to remember Thee, and in the world to come, of 
all things my desire is to meet Thee. This is on my side, as I have 
39 
s ta ted; now do wha tsoever T h o u wilt . 
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Attar, op. cit., p. 40 
M. Smith, op. cit, p. 71 
38 Quoted in Charis Weddy, Women in Muslim History, London and New York, 198O, p.65 
Anna King, The Intimate Other: Love Divine in Indie Religions, London, 2005, p.280 
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The Modern Era: Woman reclaiming her full Citizenry 
.th 
Owing the colonial onslaughts the Muslim mind in the 18 century 
onward expressed some reservation about the social role of Muslim 
women. As the gates of ijtihad were closed to protect the purity of Islamic 
message from outside intrusions so it was supposed wise to keep women 
protected from alien influences and culture. This closing of the Muslim 
mind however was always debatable among the Muslim ulema. And as 
this strategy of shutting the door of fresh thinking (ijtihad) and 
withdrawing women folk from the dangers of outside world proved futile, 
the nineteenth century witnessed a vigorous movement for a renewed role 
of Muslim women. 
In the latter years of the nineteenth century voices were raised in 
many parts of Muslim world calling for reform in the conditions of 
women. Every one of the thinkers who were seeking a renewal of Islam 
united in condemning the limitations imposed, and in endeavoring to 
persuade public opinion that to keep women in seclusion and ignorance 
was no part of a true Islam. There was a crying need for a renewed 
dignity and status for women, and by the turn of the century this was 
widely expressed. 
The story of the advance of woman in Muslim countries in the 
twentieth century was an important part of the wider story of a new phase 
of women's participation in the work and the running of the world. They 
have their own distinctive and valuable contribution to make to this 
whole development. In this section of the introduction a brief account of 
the modern movement for women empowerment is furnished just to give 
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an idea of this great empowering project, to which the new woman of the 
GCC is a legitimate heir. 
The first most influential reformer who started the gender debate has 
been undoubtedly the Egyptian Qasim Amin, the disciple of Muhammad 
Abduh. In 1899> Amin produced a well-known and controversial 
pamphlet, bearing the title of Tahrirul Mar'ah (The Liberation of 
Women), to which Muhammad Abduh, his mentor, was supposedly 
making a secret contribution. A year later, after harsh criticisms from his 
opponent, Amin reproduced the pamphlet and made a slight revision with 
the new title of Al Mar'ah al Jadidah (The New Women). Since then, 
Qasim Amin has been regarded as the epitome of the struggle for the 
liberation of women in the Islamic world. Needless to say that Amin has 
been repeatedly demonized by the conservative clerics as an enemy who is 
keen to threaten the bastion of Islam from within. 
It's worthwhile to have a look at general features of Amin's 
observations and ideas so that we are able to make a sense of the idea of 
Islamic feminism. In the first paragraph of his pamphlet, Amin 
commenced with an interesting remark: 
Some people will say that today I'm publishing heresy. To these 
people I will respond: Yes, I have come up with heresy, but the 
heresy is not against Islam. It is against our tradition and social 
dealings, which ought to be brought to perfection. 
From the very beginning, Amin was in deep awareness that such 
undertaking to open up the door of investigation into the women 
40 
See Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of Modern Women and Gender in 
Islam, New Haven: Cornell University Press, 1992 
See Muhammed Husain Munis, Hushununa Mubaddadah min Dakhiliha (Our Bastion is threatened 
from within). 
See Charles Kurzman (ed.), Modernist Islam 1840-1940, New York: Oxford University Press, 2002, 
p.62 
38 
condition in Muslim society is vulnerable to be alleged as a bid'ah. 
Amin, as we see in his remark, was aware from the start the discourse on 
women liberation is in essence directed against the orthodoxy. In Amin's 
view, the call for tahrirul war'ah or liberation of women is a heresy not 
against Islam but against the establishment of orthodoxy. Amin says, in 
the continuing paragraph, that the status of women reflects the level of 
civility and progress of the nation, and vice-versa. The liberation of 
women, in Amin's view, is the key answer to the question of 
backwardness of Islamic world in 19 century. 
In The New Woman (al-marat aljadidah), Amin's approach was highly 
controversial. He is still criticized as an influential apostle of 
westernization, who misled rather than enlightened his people. In his first 
book he attacked the current treatment of women as a violation of Islam 
itself. But, as Dr. Zaki Badawi points out: 'His first book sought to 
prove that the freedom of the woman was the intention of the Sharia: his 
second ignored the Sharia altogether and drew its concepts from the 
West.' Many were apprehensive of such a development. 
It's important to remember that the question of backwardness was 
among the common intellectual preoccupation of Muslim thinkers in 19 
and early 20 century. All efforts have been made to answer this 
depressing question: Why do Muslims lag behind, while the other 
progress? Muslim thinkers have been amazed at the level of progress 
achieved by western countries on the one hand, and the backwardness of 
Muslim world on the other. Qasim Amin seemed to think that the 
A bid'ah in Islamic terminology, is an unwarranted innovation in religion The terminology 
has been utilized by Muslim clerics as a theological tool to sideline their opponents and 
dismiss their views as heretical ideas. 
MA. Zaki Badawi, The Reformers of Egypt The Muslim Institute, Croom Helm 1978, p.90. 
Reference has been made to the famous Syrian author Shakib Arsalan's, Limadza Ta'akh-kharal 
Muslimun wa Taqaddama Ghairuhum. 
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answer should be found in the status relegated by Islamic legal tradition 
to women. Amin argued strongly for the equal treatment of women as 
mandated by the spirit of egalitarianism in Islam. Better education of 
women is pivotal for Amin in the way toward the betterment of women 
status in Islamic society. 
Amin vigorously argued that unless Muslim society achieves a better 
treatment of women and their status, or, unless they rediscover the 
essence of Islam which put a greater emphasis on egalitarianism, Muslim 
world will never catch up with the progress of western people. To him, 
resumption of social and political roles to women was a prerequisite for 
the progress of the Muslim world. 
The oiling of the Gender Debate 
For the first time oil was discovered in the region in early 1900s. Just 
before this, in 1899, Tahrir Al-mar'ah had hit the Cairo bookshelves. Both 
events marked the beginning of historic changes. Like oil, women's 
movements in the Middle East and Asia are a phenomenon of the 
twentieth century. 
Later, the flow of oil would accelerate the pace of social change and 
vitally affect the future of women in large parts of the Arab World. But 
the tide of change was already rising long before the oil came on flow. In 
the longer perspectives of history the era of oil may prove to be a 
transitory phase. The development of a new role for women is assuredly a 
permanent growth. 
To have some idea of the sense of wonder about European civilization that gripped the Mushm writers 
and intellectuals of the tune, see Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in Liberal Age 1798-1939 {Lonion 
Oxford University Press, 1970) 
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We will miss the point if we don't look at the gender debate in yet 
another perspective, beyond Qasim Amins pamphleteering. At the turn of 
the century there was a ferment of change in the Muslim world. Two 
great reformers had been at work. Jamal al-din al-Afghani became the 
leader of reformist movements in Turkey and Iran, and also in Egypt. 
One of his followers was Shaikh Muhammad 'Abduh. Both faced the 
challenge posed to the Muslim world by the upheavals in the West: the 
French Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, the rapid developments and 
expansion caused by scientific discoveries. Al-Afghani saw Islam as 
essentially "a world religion, thoroughly capable by reason of its inner 
spiritual force of adaptation to the changing conditions of any age". 
Both saw the future in terms of the renewal of a true Islam. Among the 
many social reforms advocated by Muhammad 'Abduh was the 
empowerment of women, and the restoration to them of rights given in 
the Quran but denied by the restrictions of Ottoman society. 
The issues of reform was much discussed in Cairo society. One 
outstanding woman of culture was Princes Nazli Fadil, daughter of 
Mustafa Fadil, whose private library later formed the nucleus of Egypt's 
present National Library. In the l880s she organized a "salon intellectual" 
where she received scholars and political leaders like Al-Afghani, 'Abduh, 
Sa'ad Zaghlul and Qasim Amin. 
It is rather breathtaking to note that initially Amin was strongly 
opposed to women's empowerment. Here is an interesting account how 
this conversion took place: 
He became converted to the cause when Darcourt, a French judge in 
the mixed tribunal in Cairo, published a book in which he said that 
the main cause of the retarded state of development in Egypt was 
C.C. Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt, London 1933i p.l3 
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the Harem system and the veiling of women. Qasim Amin opposed 
him. Princes Nazli Fadil invited him to her house, and from the 
very first meeting she managed to sway him towards the cause of 
women. Later he became the champion of women's emancipation. 
Initially Amin had to face severe opposition. He became the butt of 
laughter. A similar treatment was also mated to Abduh, otherw^ise a much 
respected scholar of Islam. Many of Muhammad 'Abduh's proposed 
changes were strongly opposed in Cairo. This was not, however, the only 
response to the new ideas. Muhammad 'Abduh was criticized but in 1899 
he was appointed Rector of Al-Azhar. This important bastion of Muslim 
education under his able leadership later changed the very way we looked 
at Muslim woman. 
When Amin died, in his early forties, the debate continued. One 
woman already working with him was Malak Hifni Nasif (I886-I918), a 
gifted teacher and writer, who grew up in the midst of the controversies 
aroused by the growing clamor for reform. Her father was a distinguished 
member of the group round Muhammad 'Adbuh, and he gave his 
daughter a liberal education. She went to the training college for teachers 
associated with the Saniyyah School, which was founded as early as 1873 
and played a pioneer role in the training of Egyptian women. She wrote 
under the pen-name Bahithat al-Badiyah, (or Seeker in the Desert). 
The twentieth century brought major changes to the Middle East 
which impinged on women no less than men. One of these was the 
increasing contact of Middle Easterners with the west, a cultural 
interchange in which the status of women has been a central issue. The 
political climate of the colonial time worked as catalyst to women 
Laila Aii Ibrahim "The Status of the Egyptian Women through the Ages", (unpubhshed paper), 
Centre for Egyptian Civilization Studies, Cairo 1976, pp. 14-15 
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reclaiming their socio-political role. It was, in fact, in 1919, at the height 
of Egypt's national revolution against the British, that the first women's 
political organizations was established under the aegis of the nationalist 
movement. Huda al-sha'arawi (1979-1947), a woman from an upper-class 
family active in Egyptian politics, was selected to head the women's 
committee. In 1923) (shortly after the death of her husband), Sha'arawi 
founded the Egyptian Feminist Union and succeeded in leading a 
delegation of Egyptian women to a meeting of the International Union of 
Women in Rome. Upon her return, she dramatically removed her veil in 
public. In 1924, Sha' arawi left the wafd nationalist party and devoted 
herself fully to the Egyptian Feminist Union. The Union published two 
journals, one in French and another in Arabic, and founded a youth 
organization. 
The first Arab women's conference was organized in Cairo in the late 
1930s as a by-product of the transformation of the Palestine question into 
an all-Arab issue and the rise of pan-Arabism in general. In 1944, parallel 
with steps toward the establishment of the league of Arab States, the Arab 
Feminist Union was founded. In opening speech of the pan-Arab women's 
conference, Sha'arawi vehemently declared: 
The Arab woman who is equal to the man in duties and obligations 
will not accept, in the twentieth century, the distinctions between 
the sexes that the advanced countries have done away with... The 
women also demand, with her loudest voice, to be restored her 
political rights, rights granted to her by the shari'a and dictated to 
49 
her by the d e m a n d s of the p resen t . 
49 Nawal El Saadawi, The Arab Women's Solidarity Association,' Women of the Arab World (ed.) Nahid 
Toubia (London and New Jersey:Zed, 1988),pp. 1-7, Published in Women in Islam and the Middle East: 
A Reader, edited by Ruth Roded, New york, 1999, p.227 
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It was not just by chance that Duriya Shafiq (1908-1975) founded 
another Egyptian women's organization called Bint al-Nil (Daughter of 
the Nile) shortly after Huda Sha'arawi's death. As a young pupil, Shafiq 
wrote to Sha'arawi asking to speak at a meeting of the Egyptian Feminist 
Union and with Sha'arawi's support went to study at the Sorbonne where 
she wrote a doctoral dissertation on the subject 'The Egyptian Woman 
and Islam.' On her return to Egypt she founded a woman's journal which 
eventually included a political section. In 1948, the Bint al-Nil Union was 
established, a socially and geographically broader organization than its 
predecessor. Its main goals were combating female illiteracy and acquiring 
political rights for women. It functioned in the volatile political 
atmosphere of Egypt in the post-war period when a variety of 
revolutionary movements were competing for the support of politically 
active Egyptian. Bint al-Nil, like the Egyptian Feminist Union before it, 
also dedicated itself to the nationalist struggle, providing paramilitary 
training for women to participate in the popular movement against the 
British. 
Most impressive was Duriya Shafiq's relentless struggle for women's 
political rights in the waning years of the monarchical period — when one 
thousand women broke into the parliament demanding the right to vote 
and stand for election; and after the 1952 revolution — when she headed a 
group of women in a hunger strike and threatened to starve herself to 
death if the government did not grant women the right to vote. After ten 
days, the president promised the women constitution of 1956, women 
were given political rights despite an Islamic legal judgment (fatwa) by 
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A number of Duriya Shafiq's writings have appeared in European languages. La Femme et 
le Droit Religieux de I'Egypte Contemporaine (Pans, 1940); 'Egyptian Feminism,' Middle 
Eastern Affairs (August, 1952); and 'Islam and the Constitutional Rights of Woman' (May, 
1952) in the collection by Badran and Cooke 
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one of the chief religious authorities in Egypt. The achievement was all 
the more impressive. In 1957, two women candidates (endorsed by the 
single, government party) were elected to the Egyptian parliament. 
Nawal al-Sa'dawi (1931- ) is yet another important female voice that 
has been instrumental in shaping the gender debate in our time. Sa'dawi 
is a psychiatrist by profession. In 1972, while serving as Director-General 
of Health Education in Egypt, she published Woman and Sex which 
caused a furore and led to her dismissal. She started working for the 
United Nations and published additional books in Lebanon. In 1980, she 
returned to Egypt, and in the same year her best known book The Hidden 
Face of Eve: Women in the Muslim World was first published in Arabic 
(and subsequently translated into English and other languages). 
In 1981, Sa'dawi was arrested along with many activists from the left 
and right-wing opposition to the government of Anwar al-Sadat. She was 
released by Husni Mubarak after Sadat's assassination as part of his 
liberalization policy. She returned to public life working to establish a 
new feminist organization and publishing a large number of books in 
Arabic and other languages. It was not until I989 that Nawal El-Saadawi 
managed to overcome local opposition and publish the feminist journal 
Noon, the first letter of the Arabic word nisa' or women, but also as her 
detractors would point out, the first letter of her own name. 
Among Nawal El Sa'dawi's numerous publications translated into English, the foUowmg should be 
mentioned The Hidden Face of Eve (I98O), Woman at Point Zero (1983), God Dies By the Nile (1985), 
Two Women m One (1985), Memoirs from the Women's Prison (1987), The Fall of the Imam (1988), 
Memoirs of a Woman Doctor {1988), Searching (199^), The Innocence of the Devil (1994) etc Literary 
critic Fedwa Malti-Douglas has devoted a full-length study to Men, Women, and God(s) Nawal El-
Saadawi and Arab Femmist Poetics i^AAey and Los Angeles University of California Press, 1995 ) 
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Nawal El-Sa'dawi is undoubtedly the most well known Arab woman in international 
feminist circles 
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Zaynab al-Ghazali (1917-2005) who was affectionately called as the 'mother 
of the Muslim Brothers' in Egypt was no feminist but her contribution to women 
empowerment is much more that any one else. This is because Zaynab was 
viewed as representing the mainstream Muslim woman who was working to 
invigorate the Muslim society from within. In 1936 (at the age of eighteen), she 
established the Muslim Women's Association, dedicated primarily to 
philanthropic and educational work. Zaynab's own life stands in contradiction to 
some of her professed beliefs. Although she wrote that it was a 'crime' for a 
woman to seek a divorce, she made no secret of the fact that she had divorced 
her first husband because of his discomfort at her public career. Her memoir 
describes how she told her husband that her oath of loyalty to Hassan al Banna 
meant that her devotion to the Islamist cause would always come before her 
marriage, and if ever the two should conflict, the marriage would end: 
If that day comes [when] a clash is apparent between your personal 
interests and economic activities on the one hand, and my Islamic work on 
the other, and that I find my married life is standing in the way of Da'wah 
and the establishment of an Islamic state, then, each of us should go our 
own way. I cannot ask you today to share with me this struggle, but it is 
my right on you not to stop me from jihad in the way of Allah. Moreover, 
you should not ask me about my activities with other Mujahideen, and let 
trust be full between us A full trust between a man and a woman, a 
woman who, at he age of 18, gave her full life to Allah and Da'wah. In the 
event of any clash between the marriage contract's interest and that of 
Da'wah, our marriage will end, but Da'wah will always remain rooted in 
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me. 
In justifying her own exceptionality to her stated belief in a woman's rightful 
role, Zaynab described her own childlessness as a "blessing" that would not 
usually be seen as such, because it freed her to participate in public life. 
Hoffman, Valerie "An Islamic Activist Zaynab alGhazali" in Women and the Family in the Middle 
East, edited by Elizabeth W Fernea Austm University of Texas Press, 1985 
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After the assassination of Hasan al-Banna in 1949, Zaynab was instrumental 
in regrouping the Muslim Brotherhood in the early 1960s. Imprisoned for her 
activities in I965, she was sentenced to twenty-five year of hard labor but was 
released under Anwar Sadat's Presidency in 1971. She describes her prison's 
experience, which included sufferings of many heinous forms of torture, in a 
book entitled Ayyam win Hayyati (Days of My Life, 1982), published in 
English under the title Return of the Pharoah. The "Pharaoh" referred to is 
President Nasser. Al-Ghazali depicts herself as enduring torture with strength 
beyond that of most men, and she attests to both miracles and visions that 
strengthened her and enabled her to survive. 
Of the most vocal of feminists today is Fatima Mernissi who openly 
challenges the research techniques in traditional historiography which, in 
her opinion, has led to the marginalization of Muslim women. Her 
anthology Doing Daily Battle comprises eleven interviews from a total of 
one hundred collected since 1970 of women remembering their childhood 
in the harem, factory workers, housemaids, emigres, etc. She tried to be 
sensitive to the narrative pace of illiterate women, intervening and editing 
as little as possible. While the selections in the book are obviously a 
product of Mernissi's views about Muslim women which have been 
forcefully presented in many publications the most influential of which is 
Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in a Modern Muslim Society, the 
ultimate test of her research technique is how realistic the interviews are, 
how open to differing interpretations. 
Al Ghazali, Return of die Pharoah, The Islamic Foundation 2006, published in Women m Islam and 
the Middle East A Reader, edited by Ruth Roded, New york, 1999, p 259 
Ghazali's views were expressed in a fascinating interview to Valerie J Hoffman which appeared in 
Women and the Family in the Middle East New Voices of Change (Austm University of Texas Press, 
1985) 
Similar first hand life stones of Middle eastern Muslim women may be found in, Elizabeth 
Warnock Fernea and Basima Qattan Bezirgan, Middle Eastern Muslim Women Speak (1982), 
Elizabeth Fernea, Women and the Family m the Middle East New Voices of Change (1985), 
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Fatima Mernissi's major contribution is her successful dismantling of the 
effects of some oft-repeated but mostly fabricated anti-woman Hadith narratives. 
In The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Women's Rights, 
Mernissi shows that during the Medina period of early Islamic society women 
enjoyed substantial equality with men. Basing her claim primarily on the lives of 
Muhammad's wives, she argues that prior to God's proclamations regarding the 
hijab — which she believes was actually to provide some extra-space to women, 
early Islam permitted women to be politically and religiously outspoken. 
Mernissi argues that the role Muhammad originally staked out for women in 
Medina was one of self-empowerment and active participation in all aspects of 
society. The Prophet took his wives to battle-sites with him, thereby including 
them in military matters. Muhammad's wives also demonstrated their 
involvement in politics when they responded to Muhammad's inquiries about 
eg 
their political opinions. Spatially, Mernissi asserts, women also had direct 
contact with political forums. 'A'isha, Muhammad's favorite wife, lived in an 
apartment that directly opened into the mosque, which was the community's 
locus of political and religious discussion. The apartments of the rest of 
Muhammad's wives likewise adjoined the mosque. The space was so permeable 
that Umm Salma was in her apartment combing her hair when she heard the 
prophet Muhammad in the mosque reciting his revelation regarding the equality 
of the sexes as believers in Islam. 
Michael Gorkin, Days of Honey, Days of Onion (1991); Bouthaina Shaaban, Both Right and 
Left Handed: Arab Women Talk about Their Lives (1991); and Lila Abu-Lughod, Writing 
Women's Worlds: Bedouin Stories (1993). Steven Barboza has done the same for American 
Muslims in American Jihad (1994). 
Fatima Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Women's Rights, p. 104 
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Mernissi vociferously advocates that to be true to early Islamic ethos one 
must not debar Muslim women from political and social sphere. To her, the 
prophet's wives are particularly demonstrative of the gender equality that the 
prophet promoted in Medina. Mernissi especially admires 'A'isha for her public 
denouncement of many of the misogynist Hadith reportage by Abu Huraira. 
For example, 'A'isha declared of Abu Hurayra "to whoever wanted to hear it: 'He 
is not a good listener [to the Prophet], and when he is asked a question, he gives 
wrong answers.'" For Mernissi, 'A'isha's close involvement with the politics of 
war and contestation of Hadith are sufficient evidences of space for female 
empowerment under Islam during the Medina period. 
On March 18, 2005 Amina Wadud made international headlines. By leading 
a Muslim congregational prayer in New York, she attempted to reclaim woman's 
full citizenry in Islam. And in doing so she had the support of Muslim history on 
her side. Prior to that Wadud was already an established scholar known for her 
pioneering study Qur'an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a 
Woman's Perspective. In this book she provides an original reading of the text 
through a woman's eye. For Wadud, as to many other reformers, the way to 
revival is the re-examination and re-interpretation of religious texts. 
For example, she posits Umm Salma as the first female voice of protest m early Islam For Mernissi, 
she IS the leader of the 'protest movement' that developed as women sought application of the equality 
that some of Muhammad's revelations had declared (p 119) Umm Salma was responsible for 
questioning Muhammad on the Qur'an's lack of reference to women (p 118) Umm Salma also had the 
distmction of having a political prisoner released accordmg to her wishes and of standmg up to 'Umar 
when he lectured her and the Prophet's other wives on the virtues of domestic docdity (p 163> p 144) 
Umm Salma was thus mfluential both inside and outside the harem 
Fatima Mernissi, The Veil an J the Male Elite A Feminist In teipretation of Women s Rights, pp 70, 
72,76 
*^0p at, p78 
Amma Wadud, Qur'an and Woman Rereading the Sacred Text &om a Woman's Perspective, Oxford 
USA, 1999 
49 
Qu'ran and Woman contributes a gender inclusive reading to one of the 
most fundamental disciplines in Islamic thought, Qu'ranic exegesis. Wadud 
breaks down specific texts and key words which have been used to limit women's 
public and private role. She successfully displays that there is no gender bias, 
precedence, or prejudice in the essential language of the Qur'an. The Qu'ran 
does not prescribe one timeless and unchanging social structure for men and 
women, Wadud argues lucidly, affirming that the Qu'ran holds greater 
possibilities for guiding human society to a more fulfilling and productive mutual 
collaboration between men and women than as yet attained by Muslims or non-
Muslims. 
This then is the intellectual fermentation that contributed to the making of 
new women in the Arabian Gulf With the arrival of oil money, the woman 
participation in society became attainable as it helped establish a modern 
education system. Soon the female landscape witnessed a radical change. 
VI 
In the preceding pages an attempt has been made to provide a perspective 
for in-depth case studies of each of the GCC countries separately. We have gone 
through the foundational documents like the Quran and Hadeeth and have also 
gleaned through the pages of Arabian and Muslim history by way of background 
information. Woman in the Muslim society has always played a pivotal role 
down from the inception of first Muslim society in Medina to our time. Much in 
the tradition of Queen of Shiba and the political leadership of Aisha in hours of 
crises, Muslim women in Arabia and elsewhere drew inspiration from these past 
role models. The rise of Muslim women prime ministers in the subcontinent is 
also an indication that the light is still shining, and in far off lands. 
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In subsequent chapters, each being marked for an specific country, we will 
asses the situation on the ground and show, in detail, how the intellectual 
heritage of Islam has helped shape a new woman in today's GCC countries. But 
first a very brief introduction of what constitutes the GCC and why it has been 
so important historically, as also today, in shaping the destiny of the Muslim 
nation. Home to Islam's holy cities as the Arabian peninsula is, today it is also 
the major provider of petrochemical energy, the very lifeline of our civilization. 
Hence, a strategic glance at the region. 
The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, is located in the 
southwestern region of the Asian continent. Politically, the GCC consists of 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and the 
Sultanate of Oman. Founded on 26 May 198l, the aim of this collective is to 
promote coordination between member states in all fields in order to achieve 
unity. 
Kingdom of Bahrain 
Bahrain, literally, 'two seas', is an archipelago of thirty-three islands. Located 
in the Arabian Gulf, the islands are about twenty-four kilometres from the east 
coast of Saudi Arabia and twenty-eight kilometers from Qatar. The total area of 
the islands is about 678 square kilometers. The capital, Manama, is located on 
the northeastern tip of the island of Bahrain. The main port, Mina Salman, and 
the major petroleum refining facilities and commercial centers are also located on 
the island. Causeways and bridges connect Bahrain to adjacent islands and to the 
mainland of Saudi Arabia. Al Muharraq, the second largest island, is linked to 
Bahrain by the oldest causeway, originally constructed in 1929. The country's 
second largest city, Al Muharraq, and the international airport are located there. 
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Oil was discovered in commercial quantities in Bahrain in June 1932. The 
first Gulf state to discover oil, it was also the first to reap the benefits that came 
with the revenues, in particular a marked improvement in the quality of 
education and health care. Bahrain s oil reserves are quite small. The 
government is striving to diversify Bahrain s economy by attracting more 
commercial companies, particularly in the IT field. 
State of Kuwait 
Located in the northeastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula, Kuwait is 
bordered by Iraq on the north, northwest and by Saudi Arabia on the south, 
southwest. A small state of 17,8l8 square kilometers, Kuwait includes nine gulf 
islands within its territory. In addition to being the country's capital and centre 
for trade and commerce, Kuwait City is an important port for oil and the 
production of petroleum products. 
Crude oil and refined products account for most of the country's exports. 
The reserves of crude oil are estimated to be 10% of the world total, the third 
largest quantity in the world. 
State of Qatar 
Qatar occupies a peninsula, which extends northward for about l80 
kilometers into the Arabian Gulf from the Arabian Peninsula. The country is 
bordered to the south by Saudi Arabia for a stretch of 56 kilometers or 35 miles. 
The total area of Qatar is 11,437 square kilometers. Doha, the capital city, is 
located on the east coast. 
The State of Qatar produces less than 1% of the world's oil output but it has 
huge proved reserve of natural gas, some 26% of globar total. Crude oil and 
liquefied natural gas account for about 80% of the country's exports. The 
banking sector also plays an important role in Qatar's economy. 
52 
Sultanate of Oman 
The Sultanate of Oman covers an area of about 212,457 square kilometers, 
however, estimates do vary considerably. Oman proper is bordered by Yemen to 
the southwest, Saudi Arabia to the west, the United Arab Emirates to the 
northwest, the Gulf of Oman to the north, and by the Arabian Sea to the east 
and south. It borders the Strait of Hormuz, which is a waterway linking the Gulf 
of Oman with the Arabian Gulf, and separated from the rest of Oman by a strip 
of territory belonging to the United Arab Emirates. Oman has long been seen as 
strategically important. Muscat, the capital of Oman since 1741, is located on the 
Gulf of Oman coast. 
Oman's principal natural resources are petroleum and natural gas. The 
government is aiming to transform Oman into a major natural gas exporter. 
United Arab Emirates 
Formerly known as the Trucial States, The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a 
federation of seven sheikhdoms, located in the southeastern corner of the 
Arabian Peninsula. The total land area, including 20 islands, is 83,000 sq km. 
The seven emirates are Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al Qaiwain, 
Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah. The capital and the largest city of the federation is 
Abu Dhabi. 
Each emirate has its own local government too, consisting of municipalities 
and departments, so that each one retains a good deal of political and financial 
autonomy, a fact that has contributed greatly to the remarkable success of the 
federation. 
Oil is the major source of income for the UAE with Abu Dhabi leading the 
emirates in oil production. The country's proven oil reserves make up about one-
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tenth of the world's total. In recent years, there has been a huge increase in the 
number of tourists who visit the UAE. 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
Consisting some four-fifths of the Arabian Peninsula, Saudi Arabia is the 
largest country in the GCC. It covers an area of about 2,240,000 square 
kilometers of which more than half is desert. The country is bordered by the Red 
Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba to the west, by the Republic of Yemen and the 
Sultanate of Oman to the south, the Arabian Gulf, the United Arab Emirates and 
Qatar to the east, and Jordan, Iraq and Kuwait to the north. It is also the abode 
of two holy cities of Islam, Mecca and Medina. 
Oil is the most important industry in Saudi Arabia. The Kingdom has the 
world's largest proven reserves and is the largest producer in OPEC. But oil 
alone is not its strength. The Kingdom is also home to Islam's holy harems and 
is the birthplace of Islam. Developments in this part of the world are bound to 
affect the entire world. 
Together with oil and ideology, the GCC states hold the key to the destiny 
of both men and women alike. 
54 
chapter II 
Kingdom of Bahrain 
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Country at a Glance 
Population: 700,000 
GDP Per Capita (PPP); $17,170 
Economy: Capitalist-statist 
Polity: Traditional monarchy 
Literacy: Male 91.5% / Female 84.2% 
Percent Women Economically Active. 34.2% 
Date of Women's Suffrage: 2002 
Women's Fertility Rate: 2.6 
Percent Urban/Rural: Urban 87% / Rural 13% 
(Source: Compiled with 2007 data from Population Reference Bureau & CIA World Fact Book) 
Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
Kingdom of Bahrain 
The Background 
Kingdom of Bahrain is a borderless island in the Persian Gulf and the smallest 
Arab state. Saudi Arabia lies to its west and is connected to Bahrain by the King 
Fahd Causeway, and to its south is Qatar across the Gulf of Bahrain. Bahrain is an 
Arabic word for "two seas", referring to the sweet water springs that can be found 
within the salty sea surrounding it. 
In the late eighteenth century, the al-Khalifa family invaded and occupied 
Bahrain ending Persian control. In order to secure Bahrain from returning to 
Iranian control, the Emirate entered into a treaty relationship with the United 
Kingdom and became a British protectorate. Oil was discovered in 1932 and brought 
rapid modernization to Bahrain. Bahrain was the first place to find oil in the whole 
region. It also made relations with the United Kingdom closer, evidenced by the 
British moving more bases there. British influence would continue to grow as the 
country developed, culminating with the appointment of Charles Belgrave as an 
advisor. 
Juan Cole, Sacred Space and Holy War, IB Tauris, 2007 
Belgrave of Bahrain: The Life of Charles Dalrymple Belgrave, Emirates Natural Histoty Group, 2007 
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After World War II, increasing anti-British sentiment spread throughout the 
Arab World and in Bahrain led to riots. The British withdrew from Bahrain on 
August 15 1971, making Bahrain an independent emirate. The oil boom of the 1970s 
greatly benefited Bahrain, but its downturn was felt badly. However, the country 
had already begun to diversify its economy, and had benefited from the Lebanese 
civil war that began in the 1970s. Bahrain replaced Beirut as the Middle East's 
financial hub. 
In August 1975, Emir Isa ibn Salman al-KhaUfa dissolved Bahrain's National 
Assembly and suspended its constitution. For the next 25 years, the citizens of 
Bahrain lived under the State Security Law. In February 2002, Sheikh Hamad bin 
'Isa Al Khalifah overthrew his father and proclaimed Bahrain a monarchy. Since 
then he has taken many measures for political and social reforms that have a direct 
bearing on the fate of Bahraini women. 
As per the amended constitution of 2002, the 40 members of the Chamber of 
Representatives are to be selected by popular vote every four years. The first 
parliamentary election under the terms of the revised constitution took place in 
October 2002. There were some planned constitutional maneuvering to make the 
popular voice ineffective. For example, the Council of Ministers enacted a new 
citizenship law three months before the balloting that permitted citizens of the other 
five member-states of the Gulf Co-operation Council (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, 
the United Arab Emirates and Oman) to obtain concurrent Bahraini nationality, 
with full voting rights, thereby diluting the influence of natural-bom citizens. The 
cabinet also issued a political rights statute that blocked popular societies and civic 
organizations from "participating in any electoral campaign on behalf of any 
candidates" and prohibited "campaigning in religious places, universities and 
schools, public squares, roads and government buildings." In an unprecedented 
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move, thousands of Syrians, Yemenis, and Baluchis who held positions in the armed 
forces, poUce, and intelligence services were granted the right to vote. 
In an atmosphere of political maneuvering, women were given certain privileges 
mainly to strengthen the regime. This is why constitutionally speaking the situation 
confronting Bahraini women remains fundamentally ambiguous. Article 5 of the 
amended constitution guarantees full equality between men and women. In addition. 
Article l8 states that "people are equal in human dignity, and citizens are equal 
before the law in public rights and duties. There shall be no discrimination among 
them on the basis of sex, origin, language, religion or creed." The government is a 
signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
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Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Major societies and civic 
organizations, including such overtly Islamist associations as al-Wifaq, openly 
advocate greater educational and career opportunities for women and actively recruit 
female members. A small number of outstanding women have risen to top positions 
in local business, including enterprises closely linked to the state. On the other 
hand, women occupy significantly fewer senior posts in private and public 
companies and government agencies than might be expected given the fact that 
females currently account for almost one-quarter of the total labor force. 
The government of Bahrain encouraged women to run for office in the 2002 
parliamentary and municipal elections and has initiated work on family law aimed at 
regulating women's rights in areas such as divorce, marriage, and child custody. In 
2001, the government established the Supreme Council for Women, under the 
leadership of the Queen of Bahrain, shekha Sabeeka bint Ibrahim. Thus, taking 
control of the women activities in Bahrain by proxy. 
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Constitutional Safeguards 
Article 5/B of the constitution ensures that the state shall maintain the balance 
between family obligations and women's work and also shall help maintain women's 
equal status with men in political, social, cultural, and economic life, without 
jeopardizing the Shari'a laws. The constitution also ensures all citizens the right to 
education at all levels, health care, property, housing, work, the right to defend the 
country, and the right to engage in economic activities. 
Apparently, these constitutional provisions give the impression that women are 
full citizen as men. But in practice things are not so simple. For example, Bahraini 
Nationality Law establishes the right of Bahraini men to pass their nationality on to 
their foreign-bom wives and the children of these marriages. On the other hand, the 
law forbids Bahraini women to transfer their nationality to their children or foreign-
bom husbands. Although late in April 2004, the parliament agreed to allow 
Bahraini women to sponsor their foreign spouses and children, enabling adult 
children and husbands to work in the country without an employment sponsor. But 
this is no remedy for thousands of women who cannot win a full citizenry to their 
foreign bom husbands and children born to them from them. 
Bahrain's citizenship law allows Bahraini fathers to transmit their nationality to 
their children born in or outside the kingdom, but there is no similar right for 
Bahraini mothers. In September 2006, King Hamad Bin Eisa Al Khalifa granted 
Bahraini citizenship to 300 children of Bahraini mothers married to foreigners. The 
decision was hailed by women rights activists as a much-needed move "to rectify a 
Jalila Ahmed Mahmood Al-Sayed, Women in Bahraini Legislation (Manama: Nov. 1995), 2. 
"Declaration No. 8 on Bahraini Nationality Law, 16 Sept. 1963. and its amendment as of the law No. 12, 
1989" (Manama: Government of Bahrain). 
"Supreme Council for Women Agrees that a Bahraini Married to a Foreigner Can Sponsor Him and Her 
Children" Alayyam, Bahrain, 8 April 2004. 
59 
blatant social injustice against women and end the suffering and exclusion of many 
families". Many Bahraini women are married to men of Palestinian, Jordanian, 
Egyptian, Yemeni, Iranian, Pakistani and Indian origin. 
A woman is recognized as a full person before the court in Bahrain; a woman's 
testimony is equal to that of a man's, and a woman can file a complaint and 
represent herself in all legal matters. Bahrain's penal code contains numerous 
gender-specific laws. Some articles in the penal code are devised to protect women 
from violence by punishing such crimes as assaults on pregnant women, rape, and 
sexual harassment. Article 344 of the penal code states that any person who has 
sexual intercourse with a female against her will shall face life in prison. 
Personal Freedom 
Bahrain has made progress in achieving both civil and personal freedoms since 
the start of the political reforms of 2001. While there are no direct legal restrictions 
on women's freedom of movement, women's rights may be limited by socially 
imposed restrictions such as requiring a woman to request permission from the head 
of the household in order to travel abroad. 
Family law is not yet codified in Bahrain. The absence of a family law has 
rendered women vulnerable to individualistic, and often contradictory 
interpretations of the Shari'a. In Bahrain, a Sunni bride is required to have a wah 
(guardian) who will represent her during the marriage proceedings. A wali is most 
often a father, brother, or uncle. If a woman does not have a wali, the judge wiU 
represent her in completing the marriage formalities. Conversely, a Shi'a woman can 
sign her own marriage contract. 
Habib Toumi, Children of foreign fathers get Bahraini citizenship, Gulf News, September 20, 2006 
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Like anywhere else, domestic violence occurs in Bahrain. A study conducted by 
Dr. Banna Bou Zaboon revealed that of the 712 cases of violence recorded by the 
Bahrain Defense Forces Hospital in 2001-02, 28l were cases of women who had 
been abused by their husbands. Shari'a judges often grant divorce to the victims of 
domestic abuse. 
Women in Economic Life 
The Law allows women to own, sell, and rent land, real estate, and property in 
Bahrain. However, women often authorize a male relative such as a father, brother, 
or husband to take charge of and manage their properties. The male-dominated 
nature of the real estate business, combined with the time-consuming and 
burdensome procedures involved in managing property are often influential factors 
that weigh on a woman's decision to pass on this responsibility to a male. Women 
often have additional family responsibilities placed upon them by society that limit 
their time. 
Women in Bahrain can open their own bank accounts and manage their 
income. In most households women generally administer the domestic budgets; 
however, there are also cases in which working wives hand over their salaries to 
their husbands out of fear of divorce. Working wives or daughters often contribute 
to family hving expenses. Despite a woman's financial contributions, social customs 
and a lack of economic policies that benefit women dictate that the house is most 
often registered in the husband's name. These conditions tend to place women, 
particularly wives, in a position of financial insecurity and disadvantage in matters of 
divorce. 
Statistics on the proportion of businesses in Bahrain owned by women 
demonstrate a noticeable increase recently, from 24.30 percent in 2001 to 30.60 
Banna Bou Zaboon, The Impact of Violence Against Wives on Children in Bahraini Society, 6. 
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g 
percent in 2002. The number of female members of the Bahrain Chamber of 
q 
Commerce and Industry reached 1,785 in 2003- Even though some women 
administer their own businesses, men still manage the majority of female-owned 
firms. Another reason of Men's handling of women's business is purely technical. 
Men who are full-time employees in government agencies find it convenient to 
register their private business in the name of their wives to circumvent laws. 
Unlike other GCC countries, women are permitted to work, drive cars, and 
wear whatever they Uke. Women make up over 20% of the labor force, and their 
employment is encouraged by the government. However, the majority of working 
women are young and single, and most women cease working outside the home 
after marriage. Bahrain's labor law does not recognize the concept of equal pay for 
equal work. 
The high skills and qualifications of female Bahrainis however have yet to be 
appreciated by the employers. According to a 2006 study by the Bahrain Centre for 
Human Rights, the monthly average salary of Bahraini Females was BD643 
compared to BD706 for Bahraini males with the difference of BD63 in the Public 
Sector. The ratio of female employment in the Public Sector was 44% which 
translates into 15340 out of the total amount of jobs where Bahrainis are employed. 
This number does not include the military (Defense and the Guard) and security 
(Interior and the National Security Service), in which the number of female 
employees is very low. As for the Private Sector the Bahraini female employees 
receive much lower wages than the males. In the year 2006 the Bahraini females' 
o 
Afhan Alzayani, Women and the Arab Economy: The Bahrain Experience (Bahrain: Business Women's 
Association), 13-14. 
' Ibid. 
http://www.nationsencyc)opedia.com/Asia-and-Oceania/Bahrain-SOCIAL-DEVELOPMENT.html 
http://www.womengateway.com/enwg/Research+and++Studies/working+women.htm 
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average monthly salary was BD307 compared to BD454 for Bahrain! males with a 
difference of BDl47/^ According to the 2006 statistics provided by the General 
Organization for Social Insurance, the number of Bahraini female insured in the 
private sector was 17701. That constitutes about 27% of total employment in the 
Bahraini private sector. A quick look at the table below sums up the women 
situation: 
Bahrain: Gender Profile at a Glance 
Bahrain 
GNP per capita (US$) 
1980 
8,570 
1990 
7,260 
2000 
10,390 
2004 
14,370 
Total (millions) 
Female (% of total) 
0.3 
41.8 
0.5 
41.9 
0.7 
42.4 
0.7 
42.9 
Male 
Female 
66 
70 
69 
74 
72 
75 
73 
76 
Male 
Female 
86.8 
74.6 
88.6 
83.6 
Total labor force (millions) 
Labor force, female (% of total labor force) 
0 
11 
0 
17 
0 
18 
0 
19 
Net Primary school enrollment rate 
Male 
Female 
99 
99 
94 
97 
96 
97 
Ibid. 
' Ibid. 
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Male 
Female 
Male 
Female 
Male 
Female 
Total fertility rate (birth per women) 
Contraceptive prevalence (% of women aged 15-49) 
Birth attended by skilled health staff (% of total births) 
Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) 
Child malnutrition prevalence, weight for age (% of children under 
•• 
•• 
•• 
•• 
•• 
•• 
4.9 
•• 
• • 
•• 
•• 
89 
90 
97 
102 
96.2 
95.0 
3.6 
54 
94 
7 
100 
98 
95 
100 
2.6 
28 
100 
100 
100 
103 
95.8 
97.3 
2.4 
(Source: GenderStats Electronic Data) 
Bahrain was the first country in the Gulf to offer a program of primary 
education to girls, in 1927. In 1939 secondary education for both boys and girls 
began; three years ago a women's teacher training institute was set up. Girls also 
took courses in business and secretarial skills at the Gulf Technical College and a 
number of Bahraini girls graduated from foreign universities. By the 1968-69 
academic year, boys still outnumbered girls in the school system, but the ratio was 
only four to three, and secondary schools alone enrolled 1,904 girls. Other statistics 
are also encouraging. In 1959 only 37 percent of Bahraini girls between the ages of 7 
GenderStats is an electronic database of gender statistics and indicators. Data sources for GenderStats 
include national statistics, United Nations databases, and World Bank surveys. 
http.7/devdata.worldbank.org/genderstats/genderRpt.asp?rpt=profile&cty=BHR,Bahrain&hm=home3 
Leslie Farmer, The Arab Woman—A traditional view, Saudi Aramco World, volume 22 Number 2, 
March/April 1971 
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and 15 (as opposed to 71 percent of the boys) were in school, but six years later the 
figures were 57 percent and 87 percent. 
Today, a free education system is provided in Bahrain through the secondary 
level, and a new education law making education compulsory for six to fifteen year 
olds is in force since May 2004. The number of girls enrolled in intermediate and 
secondary schools during the 2001-02 school year exceeded that of boys. In fact, 
women outnumber men in most of the colleges in Bahrain, v«th the main exception 
17 
being the college of engineering (3.079 males and only 1,337 females). Women do 
not usually opt for vocational education, which trains workers in such fields as 
industry, mechanical maintenance, and carpentry, among others. Bahrain's labor 
market does not openly accept women in these occupations, and social customs and 
traditions often impede women from pursuing such careers. 
The girls made up (49%) of the total number of students in elementary-level 
during 2001-2002, the remaining (51%) were boys. Although the percentage gap 
between the two genders does not exceed (2%), as the equality indicator shows the 
amount (O.96) which makes it close enough to be a relative draw in the statistics. 
The Bahraini girls comprised (49-9%) of the total amount of students in the 
intermediate-level during 2001-2002, while (51%) were boys. The gap between the 
two genders at this educational level is practically non-existent. 
Bahraini women have reached (49-5%) from the total amount of students in the 
high school level during 2001-2002, the rest of which are men (50.5%). The gap 
between the two genders at this educational level is extremely narrow so much that 
it does not exceed a percentage point, as the equaUty indicator shows the amount 
Educational Statistics 200112002 (Bahrain: Ministry of Education), 83. 
The Annual Report 200\12002 (Bahrain: University of Bahrain, 2003), 120. 
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(0.98) which makes it even closer to a draw. Women account for (62-70%) of the 
total university students, which means there is a great gap between the two genders 
in this educational level. In courses that are supposed to be traditional domain of 
men such as engineering, women are far behind men but they have surpassed them 
in Medicine and other sciences. The table below reflects women situation in 
technical education: 
Profiles of Women in STE in Balirain 
Education: 
Literacy Rate (2006) . 84% 
j Primary School Enrollment (2006) 97% 
i _ _ __ ___ 
Secondary School Enrollment (2006) 93% 
Tertiary School Enrollment (2006) 45% 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Science 
(1995/1996) 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Medicine 
(1995/1996) 
, Percentage of Women among Students Studying Engineering 
•(1995/1996) 
Employment: 
72% 
75% 
! 32% 
2006 Female Labor Force Participation Rate: j 29% 
1 \ ' 
• Wage Equality for Similar Work (Ratio of women's wage to men's wage) I 0.66 
Enterprise-Level Policies to Combat and Prevent Sexual Harassment i 3-11 
_ ^ ^ ^ _ } _ _ 
Source: Advancing Science, Serving Society (aaas) 
http://www.aaas.org/programs/intemational/wist/countrie8/kuwait.shtml 
As pointed out earlier, Bahrain has a free education system through the 
secondary level. In May 2004, a new education law making education compulsory 
l8 
for six to 15 year olds was approved by parliament. This law has helped make 
See, http://www.aaas.org/programs/intemational/wist/countries/bahrain.shtml 
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impressive strides in educating the public, as evident through impressive enrollment 
of girls in primary and secondary school, at 97% and 93% respectively, and high 
literacy rates. In the past, the number of girls enrolled in intermediate and secondary 
schools often exceeded that of boys. In fact, women outnumber men in most of the 
colleges in Bahrain. At this higher level, few women in Bahrain study the sciences; 
however, this appears to be due to a lack general focus on the sciences within 
tertiary education, rather than to any gender imbalance, as demonstrated by the fact 
that in the 1995/96 school year, out of the entire student population, only 8.6% 
19 
women studied the sciences, and a meager 4.4% men studied the same subject. 
However, of the students that opted to study sciences, 72% were women, and 75% 
of students studying medicine were women. 
While women have a great many opportunities in education, they only 
comprised 29% of the labor force in 2006, largely due to significant pay and hiring 
discrimination. Social norms restrict women from entering fields that are considered 
more masculine, such as mechanical engineering. 
Distribution Percentage of Students According to the Educational Level 
& Gender (2001 - 2002) 
EPyCATIONAL . 
Primary 
Intermediate 
Secondary 
University of 
Bahrain 
Gulf University 
WQMEN _ 
49.0 
49.9 
49.5 
62.0 
69.7 
MEN 
* * 
51.0 
50.0 
51.5 
38.0 
30.3 
GENDLR 
GAP(M-W) 
2 
0.2 
1 
24-
39.4-
EOUALITY M 
INDICATOR fe 
(W/M) f j 
0.96 
1.00 
0.98 
1.63 
2.30 
Source: Central Informatics Organization, Kingdom of Bahrain 
Ibid. 
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The illiteracy rate decreased between men and women, especially within youth, 
during the previous two decades. It decreased from (48.1%) to (l7%) with women 
and (24.5%) to (7.5%) with men between the years of I98I and 2001. As a result, 
the percentage gap between the two genders shrunk significantly in this stage. The 
difference is practically non-existent between the youths of both genders ranging 
between the ages of 15-24 years old. 
Illiteracy Percentage by Gender (15+) between (I98I - 2001) 
AGE 
15-19 
20-24 
25-44 
45-59 
60+ 
Total 15-24 
15+ 
1981 
Women 
15.4 
22.8 
54.5 
89.5 
96.5 
18.7 
48.1 
Men 
4.4 
6.2 
16.1 
62.4 
79.1 
5.2 
24.5 
Gender 
Gap (M-W) 
11.0-
16.6-
38.4-
27.1-
17.4-
13.5-
23.6-
Equality 
Indicator 
(W/M) 
%.3 
3.7 
3.4 
1.4 
1.2 
3.6 
1.96 
2001 
Women 
0.4 
0.9 J 
7.9 
39.5 
82.2 
0.7 
17.0 
Men 
0.6 
0.9 
2.2 
9.8 
54.8 
0.8 
7.5 
Gender 
Gap (M-W) 
0.2 
0 
5.7-
29.7-
27.4-
0.1-
9.5-
Equality 
Indicator 
(W/M) 
0.7 
1.0 
3.6 
4.0 
1.5 
0.9 
2.27 
Source: Central Informatics Organization, Kingdom of Bahrain 
Usually, female students in Bahrain tend to speciahze in fields that enable them 
to work as teachers. Government jobs with daily shifts that permit women to 
maintain a balance between careers and family are also popular. Competition and 
over-qualification are contributing to an increase in the unemployment rate among 
20 
female graduates; the public sector cannot absorb more employees, and the private 
sector prefers to hire men. 
The Bahrain Human Rights Society reported that in 2001-02, a number of 
female graduates who had specialized in mechanical engineering had been 
Country Profile Bahrain (Beirut: UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia [ESCWA], 
Centre for Women). 
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discriminated against because of their gender and were not employed in factories in 
the private sector.^^ In addition to discrimination in hiring, Bahraini women are also 
subject to unequal wages for equal work. Female workers often fail to receive equal 
job training opportunities and are trained in marginal skills that are not in demand 
in the labor market. Furthermore, women are not guaranteed equality in 
promotion opportunities. This disparity is exemplified in the industrial sector, where 
only one woman holds a decision-making position and just three women fill 
supervisory roles. But the overall scenario of women contributing to the economy 
is felt. With education it was natural that the economic empowerment would come. 
Women's participation in economy increased from (4%) in 1970 to (26%) in the 
year 2001. The differences between the two genders in this field remains a large one 
and far from the level of equality. 
Bahraini Labor Force Structure (15 years +) by Gender (1971-2001) 
Year 
1971 
1981 
1991 
2001 
M e n % 
95.1 
84.9 
80.6 
74.2 
Women % 
4.9 
15.1 
19.4 
25.8 
TuUl 
number 
37.7 
61 
90.7 
127.1 
"o 
100 
100 
100 
100 
Gap Between 
Gender (M-W) 
90.2 
69.8 
61.2 
48.4 
Equality' Indicator 
(W/M) 
0.05 
0.18 
0.24 
0.35 
Source: Central Informatics Organization, Kingdom of Bahrain 
As per the official data, the unemployment rate among women in 2001 was 
(10.5%) whilst it was (4.1%) among men. Approximately half the number of the 
unemployed are concentrated in the (15-24 years) age group, where (55-5%) of them 
Human Rights Reports 2001/2002 (Bahrain: Bahram Human Rights Society, 2003), 30. 
Munira Fakhro, "Promotion of the Equal Access of Girls and Women to Technical and Vocational 
Education in Bahrain" (Seoul: UNESCO, 1995), 5. 
23 Fowzia Al-Saleh, "Women in the Decision-Making Positions" (Riyadh: 2004), 15. 
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have obtained their high school and higher education. More then (59%) of women 
work in the artistic, secretarial and scientific fields, whereas half of that amount of 
men in the architectural, secretarial and services. 
The number of women has surpassed the men in some ministries such as the 
Ministry of Education, Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, Ministry of Health and 
the Central Informatics Organization. The increase of the number of women in 
ministries and government institutions by approximately (34%) to (42%) between 
the years 2001 and 2004 has led to the reduction of the difference between the two 
genders in government sectors by half Moreover, women are gradually approaching 
the same bounds as men, but women stiU have a long way to go in representing as 
many leadership roles as men. The representation of women is strong in the fields of 
medicine and education, though. As for the women share in Civil Service, women 
have considerably improved from 34% in 2001 to 42% in 2004. 
Women in Civil Service (2001- 2004) 
INDICATOR 
2001 
2004 
^Ri^^^ 
No. 
7135 
21327 
% 
65.7 
58.0 
No. 
3721 
15467 
'I|J.H|| 
% 
34.3 
42.0 
^urMi""" 
No. 
10857 
36794 
% 
100 
100 
GAP (M-W) 
31.4 
16.0 
EQUAlilt"* 
INDICATOR 
(W/M) 
0.52 
0.73 
Source: Civil Service Bureau 2001, 2004 
The linear progress of women in job market however has had a price, 
though. And this needs to be addressed as well. According to Maria Akbar Saberi, a 
Bahraini lecturer and researcher with a special interest in human resources 
management and organizational behaviour, in recent years, women have also 
entered the labour force in large numbers, which has in turn led to requests for 
changes in working patterns, and calls for alternative and more flexible working 
arrangements. A study by Maria Saberi on the 'Effects of long Working Hours on 
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the Bahrain! Woman's Work-Life Balance' pubhshed by Bahrain Centre for Studies 
and Research concludes: 
In many organizations, particularly the banking and service sector, the LWH 
culture has become linked to the belief that it will bring success and ensure a 
faster rise up the organizational ladder for an employee", explained Mrs. 
Saberi. However, she added, "this has left no space for personal goals or 
needs. 
In 1919 the International Labour Organization (ILO) set the maximum number 
of working hours per day at eight hours and 48 hours per week. According to 
hterature studies quoted by Mrs. Saberi, Long Working Hours are considered to be 
49 hours per week or more and very long hours 60 hours or more. Yet there is still a 
strong belief that to be successful in one's career, one must work long hours in order 
to be able to rise up the corporate ladder. This has, according to Mrs. Saberi, left no 
space for personal goals or needs and ultimately leads to a demoralized workforce 
v^ dth high staff turnover and the chasing away of skilled and professional staff. 
Maria points out that in recent decades women have increasingly entered the 
workforce. But these women also have primary responsibility for the home and the 
family, which can at times negatively affect their work attendance. 
Women involvement in labour market has often led to a reduction in the size of 
families and a weakening of the mother/child relationship. It is not just women v^ dth 
children who are affected by the LWH (Long Working Hours) culture, but that 
single employees and men often find themselves isolated from family and leisure 
activities, and that LWH are a key pressure admitted by two thirds of men surveyed 
in the literature quoted by Mrs. Saberi. 
See, 'Effects of long Working Hours on the Bahrain! Woman's Work-Life Balance' published by Bahrain 
Centre for Studies and Research, available and downloadable from: 
http://www.bcsr.gov.bh/BCSR/En/eLibrary/Categories/DVDs/Public/maya.htm 
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For her research on the topic, Mrs. Saberi chose an offshore bank in Bahrain 
and targeted all the female Bahraini employees at various levels in the organization, 
with a response rate of 74%. From the sample surveyed, the researcher found that 
long working hours affected the family, social activities, academic development, 
health, employee productivity and turnover. 95% of all the women surveyed 
admitted to spending very httle time with their families. 50% had housemaids to 
take care of the children and the average number of children for the married and 
divorced working women was two. 91% of respondents said that they had difficulty 
in undertaking further studies. 60% had thought of leaving work because of the long 
working hours, yet 90% said that they would stay if flexible working hours were 
implemented. 
According to Mrs. Saberi's study, women often feel that they are only able to 
attain a certain level in their careers and hit a "glass ceiling" in the organization, and 
are not able to move further up the ladder because of the compromises needed to 
balance family and work commitments. 
As already pointed out, the success of women in the job market and their 
involvement outside home had a negative impact on the family. This is also because 
women in Bahrain unlike the west have to cope with comparatively larger families. 
If success in the corporate world comes at the cost of failure in family life, one has 
to be cautious. The table below is one of the negative by-products of women 
empowerment: 
Marriage and Divorce among the Bahrainis 
1990-2002 
Year . 
1990 
1995 
2000 
2001 
Divorce lo Marriage 
20.1 
20.8 
19.4 
17.8 
Marriage Cases 
2,942 
3,321 
3,963 
4,504 
Divorce Cases | l | 
590 
691 
769 
801 
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2002 17.1 4,909 838 
Source: Central Informatics Organization, Kingdom of Balirain 
Women in Political Arena 
Both the National Charter of February 2001, and the 2002 Constitution 
guarantee women's suffrage and political participation. Before 2002, women had no 
political rights and could neither vote in elections or stand as candidates. There was 
though some ambiguity towards the extension of political rights from sections of 
Bahraini society, not least from women themselves with 60% of Bahraini women in 
25 
2001 opposed to extending the vote to women. 
In 2002 men and women went to the polls in Bahrain for the first time in more 
than 30 years. The municipal and parliamentary elections were an opportunity for 
both sexes to stand for office and to use their votes to influence the future of the 
nation. However, it soon became clear that although the candidates had equal rights, 
women lost out on the popular vote. Of the 31 women who stood for municipal 
council seats and eight who stood for parliament, not one won a place. This is 
despite the fact that women accounted for more than 50 per cent of the turnout at 
the poUs. In the parliamentary elections the participation rate for women was (48%) 
and did not exceed (4.6) for every hundred men. Following the poor performance of 
women candidates in the parliamentary elections, six women including one 
Christian, were appointed to the upper chamber of parliament, the Shura Council. 
As for the Shura Council, the numbers of women participants have increased from 
10% in 2001 to 15% in 2002 and 25% in 2006. 
25 
Quoted in Sara Horton, Lifting the veil for women in politics http://www.g;ulf-daily-
news.com/lyr_arc_Articles.asp?Article=H8737&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=28l39&date=8/6/2005 
Quoted in Sara Horton, Lifting the veil for women in politics http.V/www.gulf-daily-
news.com/lyr_arc_Articles.asp?Article=H8737&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=28l39&date=8/6/2005 
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Number and Percentage of Seats in Consultative Council hy Gender 
2001, 2002, 2006 
Yew 
2001 
2002 
2006 
% 
90.00 
85.00 
75 
No. 
36 
34 
30 
% 
10.00 
15.00 
25 
No. 
10 
Source: Central Informatics Organization, Kingdom of Bahrain 
In 2004, Bahrain appointed its first female minister, Dr Nada Haffadh to the 
position of Health Minister, and in 2005 a second woman minister was appointed to 
the cabinet. In April 2005, Shura member Alees Samaan became the first woman to 
chair a parliamentary session in the Arab world when she chaired the Shura 
Council. The head of the main women's organisation, the Supreme Council for 
Women, Ms Lulwa Al Awadhi, has been given the title of 'honorary cabinet 
minister'. 
Electoral failures apart, today women make up (30%) of the overall employees 
in the Ministry of Information, this rate ranges in between (30%) in Television that 
encompasses the fields of presentation, production and direction, and another (50%) 
in Radio with the same amount of whom are journalist for daily newspapers. 
The Bahraini women have reached administrative posts in many ministries and 
organizations, hence the occupation of the posts Minister of Health and Minister of 
Social Affairs by women, in addition to Secretary General, Assistant Secretary 
General, Head of University, Deans of schools, member of the GCC consultative 
committee. Assistant Undersecretary, member of the Shura Council, Ambassador, 
Prosecutor, Bank director, member of the Bahrain chamber of commerce and 
industry and other posts in decision-making. 
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In June 2006, Bahrain was elected head of the United Nations General 
Assembly, and used the honour to appoint Haya bint Rashid Al KhaUfa as the 
Assembly's President, making her the first Middle Eastern woman and only the 
third woman in history to take over the post. Several women's rights activists have 
27 
become political personalities in their own right thanks to the pro-woman 
atmosphere in Bahrain. 
However, the critics say that institution like the High Council for Women is 
only a decorative tool on the international level. While the High Council for 
Women is used to hinder non-governmental women societies. Ghada Jamsheer, the 
most prominent women's rights activist in Bahrain has called the government's 
reforms "artificial and marginal: 
With regard to political rights, women in Bahrain have participated in elections 
as candidates and as voters. However, only one of the female candidates made 
it uncontested to the house of representatives, thanks to the sectarian division 
of electoral areas. The government arranged for her to be the only candidate in 
Hewar Island, where hardly anybody lives. Ten other women, out of 40 
members, have been appointed to the Shura Council based on their loyalty to 
the ruling family. But what does that mean in regard to women's rights? Are 
these elected or appointed persons, be they men or women, able to defend 
women's rights when it comes to legislations and policies, or to monitor the 
28 
practices of the government? 
More than half the 51 percent who turned out to vote in the 2002 municipal 
polls were women. Yet, not a single woman candidate managed to get elected. 
such as Ghada Jamsheer, who was named by Forbes magazine as one of the "ten most powerful and 
effective women in the Arab world" in May 2006. 
In a December 18, 2006 address to the British House of Lords, Ghada Jamsheer, president of the 
Committee of Women's Petition (CWP) in Bahrain, spoke of the state of women's rights in Bahrain. 
Published in MEMRI, Special Dispatch Series - No. 1401, December 20, 2006, 
http://www.memri.org/bin/articles.cgi?Page=archives&Area=sd&ID=SPl40106 
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Number and Percentage of Candidates 
in Municipal Council by Gender (2002-2006) 
l l ^ ^ ^ 
Municipal 
Council 
^VifTJliMf ' 
% 
89.9 
96.9 
No. 
275 
160 
WOMEN 1 
% 
10.1 
3.1 
No. 
31 
5 
'Li' 
2002 
2006 
Source: Central Infonnatics Organization, Kingdom of Bahrain 
In a survey conducted ahead of the parUamentary elections held less than six 
months later, more than 60 percent of Bahrain! women were opposed to the 
participation of women in the elections. As a result, not one woman managed to get 
elected to the Parliament. 
A study by the Women Affairs Committee at the Democratic Arab-Islamic 
Wassat Society identified several reasons for this. Firstly, women were not convinced 
of the ability of other women to run for public office; secondly, women lacked 
political awareness; thirdly, the influence of religious leaders and conservative figures 
diminished women's chances to succeed, as did adherence to rigid social traditions. 
From Home-makers to Nation-builders 
Bahraini women are increasingly working alongside men in banks, universities 
and public offices, but age-old traditions and preconceptions about the role of 
women still hold sway. Women are still socially and religiously restrained. For 
example, if a household wants to get any government work done, the woman usually 
turns to a male relative. In many cases, for example in Kuwait, the leadership may 
be progressive, but the society lags behind. 
29 N. Janardhan, "In the Gulf, Women Are Not Women's Best Friends", The Da/7/Star, 20 June 2005 
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whi le many Bahrain! women speciaUze in law, and there are no laws to prohibit 
women from serving as judges, Bahrain's judges are all men. However, six women 
currently participate in the justice system through their appointments by the king to 
the office of the attorney general. 
Appointments of women to government positions have increased in the last few 
years. Sheika Haya Al-Khalifa was appointed Ambassador to France in December 
1999- In November 2001, Lulwa Al-Awadi received ministerial rank as General 
Secretary for the Supreme Council for Women. The king's appointment of six 
women to the Shura Council (upper chamber) also provided women with access to 
31 
legislative authority. There are 9 women in ministerial level position and 3 at the 
assistant under-secretary level today, and 31 women out of 286 directors of 
32 
departments in the various ministries. 
Women's Political Partidpation at a Glance 
1980 1990 2000 2004 
POLITICAL 
Women in .. .. .. 0 
parliament (% of 
total seats 
occupied in 
Lower or Single 
House) 
Women in .. .. 0 9 
ministerial level 
positions (%) 
Women in local .. .. .. .. 
governments (%) 
33 
Source: GenderStats Electronic Data 
30 There is no educational institution for judges in Bahrain, they are trained abroad. 
The legislative body in Bahrain is composed of two chambers: the Shura Council (40 members), appointed 
by the king, and the Council of Deputies (40 members), chosen in a general election. 
Draft of the Shadow Report on CEDAW (Bahrain Young Ladies Association, unpublished). 
Data sources for GenderStats include national statistics. United Nations databases, and World Bank 
surveys. 
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Due to a governmental ban on political parties, political societies have flourished 
in Bahrain. Women's participation in pohtical societies varies from 9 percent to 50.8 
percent, but only 7 out of 13 political societies have elected women to their executive 
boards. 
As for women's participation in the Media, their presence is now felt. The 
number of female journalists and columnists has increased in Bahrain's national 
press, but they tend to focus on political issues rather than women's rights. 
Conclusion 
Bahrain can be proud and boast of having the lone and the first elected woman 
Member of Parliament namely Latifa al-Qa'oud in the Gulf region but there were 
still very less number of women in policy or decision making positions. Except 
Latifa al-Qa'oud, none of the l8 women candidates who contested the legislative and 
five who ran in the municipal elections in 2006 were elected. Male domination 
over public post/position was demonstrated bare in August 2007 when Ebrahim Bu 
Sandal, representing Bahrain second largest political party namely Al Asala, stated 
that his party was opposed to the possibility of fellow MP Latifa heading the finance 
committee when the parliament reconvenes because she was a woman. He went 
further to state that his party adheres to its principle based on religious precepts that 
37 
women should not run for parliament, let alone head committees. 
http://devdata.worldbank.org/genderstats/genderRpt.asp?rpt=profile&cty=BHR,Bahrain&hm=home3 
A majlis (plural majalis) is a place attached to the house of a sheik, an eastern equivalent of the drawing 
room. Influential personalities frequently hold their weekly majlis to discuss different public issues. These 
majalis are attended by men. 
Radio and television in Bahrain are owned by the government. The press is independent, but it reflects 
official views and existing social norms. 
^'http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78850.htm 
Women activists flay MPs' remarks, Gulf News, 13 August 2007, available at: 
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Only an insignificant percentage of women hold key positions in the 
Government. In 2004, the Ministry of Cabinet Affairs revealed that women held 
only 9 percent of senior civil service posts although women constituted 11 percent of 
the private sector workforce and 42 percent of the government workforce, according 
to a 2006 report of the government. A study conducted by an NGO, the Bahrain 
Centre of Studies and Research in January 2007 also stated that only 9-9 per cent are 
in key positions and pointed out that gender bias is still strong in the workplace. 
The report found that most of the women were employed at jobs traditionally 
39 
associated with women such as secretaries, receptionists and clerks. 
In the absence of a free judiciary, Bahraini women facing divorce, child custody 
or alimony disputes face subjugation and injustice in the name of Shariah. As the 
decisions of their cases depend upon the nature of interpretations of the Islamic law 
by the judges who are religious scholars, women are virtually at the mercy of the 
clerics. Their legal rights vary according to interpretations of Islamic law, which are 
often divergent and conflicting, depending upon their faith (Shia or Sunni) or by the 
court in which various contracts, including marriage, were made. There have been 
numerous instances in which victims have suffered humiliation, unfair treatment 
and injustice at the hands of the Sharia Court judges but they still have to endure 
simply because there is no codified Personal Status Law to adjudicate their 
disputes/grievances on the basis of established principles of justice. According to 
Afaf al-Jamri, a Shiite activist and a member of the main Islamic National Accord 
Association, the situation is alarming: 
http://archive.gulfnews.com/region/Bahrain/10146274.html 
38 http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2006/78850.htm 
39 Women 'still badly paid' Gulf Daily News, 26 January 2007, available at: 
http://www.bahrainrights.org/en/node/986 
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The situation of many Bahraini women is tragic. Each neighborhood has an 
average of four women thrown on the street by their husbands after, say, 30 
years of marriage just because they (husbands) wanted to have younger wives. 
Any attempt to introduce a unified Personal Status Law has received vehement 
opposition from Sunni and Shiite conservative scholars who are the judges in the 
Sharia courts. The government avoids antagonizing the powerful religious scholars. 
In November 2005> the state controlled Supreme Council for Women (SCW), 
chaired by Sheikha Sabeeka bint Ibrahim Al-Khalifa, the wife of the King, sponsored 
a bill to pass a Personal Status Law as away of reform but the result was devastating. 
Islamic scholars, mainly Shiite, vehemently opposed the proposal and they organized 
counter campaigns and the Government had to abort SCW's proposal. 41 
In this chapter the present researcher has mainly focused on the condition of 
local Bahraini women. However, by way of concluding remarks a few words about 
the domestic workers may not be out of place. Thousands from South and Southeast 
Asia come to Bahrain to work as labourers or domestic servants, but are subjected to 
conditions of involuntary servitude when faced with exorbitant recruitment and 
transportation fees, withholding of their passports, restrictions on their movement, 
non-payment of wages, and physical or sexual abuse. It has been commonly reported 
that domestic servants, especially women, were forced to work 12 or l6-hour days, 
given little time off, were malnourished, and were subjected to verbal and physical 
abuse, including sexual molestation and rape. Between 30 to 40 per cent of the 
attempted suicide cases handled by the government's psychiatric hospitals were 
foreign maids. 42 
40 Family Law with Justice for All: A Dream Yet to Become a Reality, 27 August 2007, The Women's 
International Perspective, available at: 
http://www.thewip.net/contributors/2007/08/family_law_with_justice_for_al.html 
41 Ibid. 
42 The shattered dreams, Bahrain Tribune, l8 December 2006, available at: 
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As on April 2007, there were at least 50,000 foreign housemaids in Bahrain who 
were awaiting legislations that would ensure them better treatment, decent work 
environment and better wages. In 2007, the Government of Bahrain carried out 
sweeping labour law reforms including comprehensive insurance covers for 
expatriate workers through amendment of labour laws of the island country. Sadly 
the lab our law reforms did not cover the sufferings of the housemaids. In spite of 
the continuous pressure from the human rights groups and non-governmental 
organizations, Bahrain failed to bring the domestic workers or housemaids, the most 
vulnerable section of the workforce within the purview of labour laws. 
There are no doubts some serious efforts for women empowerment as we see 
the increasing graph of women participation in all walks of life. But the 
establishment also involves and probably beheves in tokenism. For example, when 
we hear them saying that the second Bahrain woman has been appointed to the post 
of ambassador in 2007, or a first Bahraini woman rose to the presidency of Bahraini 
Bar Society, or another woman appointed as the first woman judge in 2007, or a 
member of the constitutional court in 2007, or another rising to the presidency of 
UN General Assembly in 2006, or being elected to be the first woman MP in Gulf, 
or joining the national airhne as a pilot (2006), or having the honour of second 
women minister (2005) in Bahrain, these glossy facts may not necessarily reflect the 
true picture of the general lot of women in the country where opposition is 
suppressed and the state orchestrated Supreme Council of Women is seen by many 
as yet another move to block independent women activism. 
http://www.bahraintribune.com/ArticleDetail.asp 
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chapter III 
State of Kuwait 
fkazHuSd^V^ 
al 'Abdan <JJ5 
\ButiiyfUi 
Qa$' a§ Saotyah 
KUWAIT' 
Ash Shuwayfch ( 
MTna' al Ahmadr' 
Ash Shu'aybah^ 
•* '•'AbdA>lah\ 
J=ayiakM 
Persian 
Guff 
Oanih. Az 2av.T (M«na Sa OOL 
AnNuwavffla*^ iia/.K^. 
90 (m 
Country at a Glance 
Population: 3il82,960. Including approximately 1 million Kuwaiti citizen and 2 million non-Kuwaiti citizen 
GDP Per Capita (PPP): $16,240 
Economy: Capitalist 
Polity: Constitutional monarchy with limited parliament 
Literacy: Male 94.4% / Female 91-0% 
Percent Women Economically Active: 36.4% 
Date of Women's Suffrage: May 2005 
Women's Fertility Rate: 4.0 
Percent Urban/Rural: Urban 100% / Rural 0% 
(Source: Compiled with 2008 data from Population Reference Bureau , CIA World Fact Book and Kuwait Times) 
Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
State of Kuwait 
The Background 
Kuwait is a constitutional hereditary monarchy with an appointed Council of 
Ministers and a parliament that is elected every four years. The parliament in 
Kuwait is a rather powerful legislative body that can overturn the decrees issued by 
the Emir-the head of state. The Al-Sabah family has been the ruling authority in 
Kuwait for over 200 years. 
Kuwaiti nationals comprise an estimated 45 percent of the country's population 
of 2.4 million. The remaining 55 percent, non-nationals, are predominantly foreign 
workers and their families who originate from surrounding Arab countries and 
South Asia. An estimated 125,000 bidun (stateless citizens) reside in Kuwait. 
Kuwaiti women, do not fit the standard Western "Arab" or "Muslim" 
stereotype. In fact, Kuwait has long been the home of a vigorous women's rights 
movement. They have achieved tremendous advances in recent years. Opportunities 
for education and employment opened up for women in the early 1960s, and 
Kuwaiti women now attend universities, participate in economic and political life 
and have access to affordable and quality health care. The Kuwaiti government 
1 The World Factbook: Kuwait (Springfield, VA: U.S. CIA, 2003). Also see, Nathan J. Brown, 
"Kuwait (country)" (Microsoft Encarta Online Encyclopedia, 2004), 
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partially ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) as early as in 1994. However, there still 
remains confusion about the nationality issue. 
In some respects women enjoy limited political and civil rights. Among other 
things, they are relegated to an unequal status in marital relations; they are not 
allowed to pass their nationality on to their foreign-born husbands or children. 
While advocacy concerning these issues is visible and growing, it has proved largely 
ineffective. 
Constitutional Preview 
2 
Article 29 of Kuwait's constitution declares, "All people are equal in human 
dignity, and in public rights and duties before the law, without distinction to race, 
origin, language or religion." While the constitution does not explicitly discriminate 
on the basis of gender, a number of laws adopted under the constitution ensure the 
unequal treatment of women. Kuwait's laws and policies, such as the Personal Status 
Law, Welfare Law 22/1987, and Decree Law I I I6 on Housing Care, define Kuwaiti 
women as dependents of men and not as individuals with equal rights and 
responsibilities. 
As already pointed out, Kuwait's state laws and policies allow for differential 
gender treatment with respect to citizenship rights. Kuwait's Nationality Law denies 
Kuwaiti women the legal right to confer their nationality on their foreign-born 
husbands or the children of these marriages, while Kuwaiti men are permitted to 
2 To view the Kuwaiti Constitution in its entirety (English language), log onto 
http://www.kuwait-info.com/sidepages/cont.asp. 
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exercise these rights. Foreign-born husbands and children are considered and 
treated Hke expatriates; they have no legal rights to remain in the country unless 
they have valid residency permits, which are only granted to the employed. By 
contrast, the law does not require Kuwaiti men to pay residency fees for their non-
Kuwaiti wives. The wife of a Kuwaiti man is granted immediate residency by virtue 
of her marriage, and she can become a Kuwaiti national after 10 years of marriage-or 
less if she is a citizen of the Gulf 
Between 1992 and 2002, an estimated 6,909 Kuwaiti women married non-
Kuwaiti men, of whom 20 percent were bidun. The bidun-or ghayr muhadad al 
jinsiya (people "of undetermined nationality")-are lawful residents of Kuwait who 
have not enjoyed the rights of citizenship or nationality since the 1980s. 
Adult women are recognized as persons before the court and are not barred 
from testifying in the secular courts. In most cases, women are treated equally under 
Kuwait's penal code and criminal laws. In principle, all perpetrators of murder, rape, 
or violence against women are subject to severe penalties such as life imprisonment 
or execution. However, in cases of "honor killings," the penalties are reduced for 
men. According to Article 153 of the penal code I6/I96O, a husband who murders 
3 Some 12,000 Kuwaiti women are married to non-Kuwaiti men, most of whom hail from Arab 
countries. In 1991, many families suffered when the government deported all Arabs from 
countries that supported the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, such as Palestine, Jordan, Yemen, Sudan, 
and Iraq. See, "Statistics of Kuwaiti Women Married to Non-Kuwaiti Men" (Kuwait City: Al-
Qabas, Center of Information and Studies, file no. 1044035, 2003). 
4 For more details on the status of bidun in Kuwait, see "Promises Betrayed: Denial of Rights 
of Bidun, Women, and Freedom of Expression," Human Rights Watch 12, 2(E) (October 
2000): 25; see also, Mary Ann Tetreault and Haya al-Mughni, "Gender, Citizenship, and 
Nationalism in Kuwait," British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 22, 1 & 2 (1995): 64-80. 
85 
his wife and/or her partner during an adulterous act will be sentenced to a 
maximum of three years in jail. 
Kuwaiti Women and the Society-
Women in Kuwait have few restrictions on the right to practice their religion 
and beliefs. Since the 1980s, religious observance among women has been on the 
rise. An increasing number of Kuwaiti women are now choosing to wear the hijab, 
pray in the mosques, and perform the pilgrimage rituals. Non-Muslim women also 
have the freedom to practice their religions. There are seven churches in Kuwait that 
serve the needs of the Christian community: Roman Catholic, Anglican, Greek 
Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, Coptic Orthodox, Greek Catholic, and National 
Evangelical. Minority religious groups such as Sikhs, Hindus, Buddhists, and others 
are free to practice their religion in private homes or on the premises of the 
recognized churches. 
Social norms dictate women role in the Kuwaiti society. By custom, Kuwaiti 
women must request permission from their male guardians or parents to travel 
abroad or visit friends at night. However, police generally do not arrest and return a 
woman to her home if she is found to be traveling alone. Under Article 15 of the 
Passport Law 11/1962, a married Kuwaiti woman cannot apply for a passport 
without the written approval of her husband, but an unmarried woman over 21 
years of age can directly obtain her passport. 
There are two different sets of active family laws in Kuwait: a Sunni Family 
Law, which was drawn up in accordance with the Maliki interpretation of Islam, and 
5 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices-2003: Kuwait (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of 
State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 25 Feb. 2004), 
http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27931.htm 
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the Shi'a Family Law (the Jaafari laws). The Sunni Family Law affects the majority 
of Kuwaiti women, as Sunni Muslims constitute the majority of the population. 
The Sunni Family Law, as interpreted in Kuwait, legitimizes male control over 
women. However, while Sunni Family Law requires husbands to support their wives 
and children, it does not provide the husband with the absolute right to ta'a 
(obedience). Article 89 of the Sunni Family Law specifies that a husband should not 
forbid his wife from working outside the home unless the work negatively affects 
"family interests." But what are family interests are left on the judges to decide. 
The Sunni Family Law in Kuwait provides husbands with the unconditional 
right of divorce. Women do not have the same rights and are unable to petition for 
divorce. However, women do have some form of protection against arbitrary divorce 
and mistreatment. A woman is owed financial compensation equal to one year of 
maintenance if her husband divorces her without her consent. Women also have the 
right to seek divorce if they are deserted in the marriage or subjected to darar 
(violent treatment that leads to physical injury). 
The Kuwaiti Family Law deprives a woman of the right to conclude a marriage 
contract without the presence and consent of her wali (guardian). The wali is usually 
the woman's father, or in his absence, her brother, uncle, or other close male 
relative. In other words, a woman cannot marry the partner of her choice without 
the prior approval of her family. Yet, in cases in which the father of a Kuwaiti 
woman has refused her choice of husband, the Sunni Family Law grants a woman 
the right to appeal the decision of her wali in family court. 
Some women opt to marry outside Kuwait to avoid the marriage restrictions. 
Nevertheless, a marriage contracted outside Kuwait is not legally recognized within 
the country; the head of the bride's family has the right to ask the court to annul the 
marriage. The minimum legal age for marriage is 15 for girls and 17 for boys. 
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Within the urban community, it is rare for girls to be married at an early age or 
forced into marriage. 
The Blooming Women in Kuwait: The Educational Miracle 
It is against this constitutional setting and socio-religious background that the 
emergence of new woman in Kuwait has to be viewed. Given the traditional and 
tribal background, it is simply amazing to see a new breed of modern women who 
have taken a more vigorous and proactive role in the society. It aU began with oil 
money and with the opening of new schools. A close look at the educational 
development among Kuwaiti women would better illustrate this phenomenon. 
With the opening of modern schools, Kuwaiti females got equal opportunity as 
that of man. They even were guaranteed under the new system, a free public 
education through the university level, as well as free health care. By the early 
1980's for example, over 4,000 Kuwaiti women held university degrees, compared to 
only 38 in I965. Over 67% of Kuwait University graduates are women. Presently, 
the number of Kuwaiti female students at the Public Education Sector total 168,249; 
as opposed to 90,438 Kuwaiti males. The number of students admitted to Kuwait 
University for the academic year 19971998 totaled 4,229 students, including 2,723 
Kuwaiti females and 1,506 males. 
Today, women make up about half of the population of 2.274 million and 
compose a third of its workforce. An estimated 33-8% of the total labor force is 
Q 
Kuwaiti females, the highest in the Gulf region. They are not confined to those jobs 
traditionally reserved for females, such as teaching and nursing, but hold all types of 
positions from those in the government sector, to professional positions in the oil 
6 KUNA Reports 281555, February 1999 
7 Op. cit, 
8 Quoted in http://www.kuwaitemb-australia.com/woman.html 
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industry, to running independent businesses. They are represented in virtually every 
professional category. Kuv^aiti women hold prominent positions such as minister, 
ambassador, President of Kuwait University, and Under-Secretary of Higher 
Education. There have been several proposals by the Defense Minister, Sheikh Salem 
Al-Sabah, to incorporate women into all scientific and military fields in the Kuwait 
Army. 
Kuwait has emerged as a safe haven for many aspiring women in the Gulf We 
now hear of Saudi women looking for jobs in Kuwait. According to a report 
published in the Arab News, Kuwait's deputy minister for Education Al-Barrak 
confirmed this report and opined that it was because of better working conditions 
for female teachers in Kuwait. 
In 1937 when under the new educational system a batch of 620 boys and 140 
girls were admitted few thought that time that this initiative would radically change 
the way Kuwaiti females lived. It is reportedly, the 1949 oil boom that changed the 
State's future, and with it changed the educational scenario. A period of intense 
growth followed, and the educational sector became crucially involved in meeting 
the demands of the changing times, both in terms of the educated, enlightened and 
qualified professionals, as well as in terms of the technically qualified and skilled 
cadres. The State met this challenge headlong, and what followed was 
unprecedented, with the governmental schools, recording massive growth all 
through the next 42 years (1961-2002) in terms of schools, teachers and students. 
The statistics reveal a significant pattern of growth, with as much as five-fold 
increase in the number of female students. While during the years 1991/95 to 
1996/2000, and 2000/02, female students consistently exceeded their male 
counterparts. The statistics also recorded a ten-fold increase in the number of female 
9 Arab News, Thursday 14 February 2008 
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teachers, signifying their rapid advancement in the sphere of education, both as 
students and teachers as shown in the table below: 
Educational Development in Govt. Schools 
by Gender and no. of Schools (1961-2002) 
Schools Teache Students 
Period / Male Female Total Male Female 
Years 
1961-65 156 1947 1720 3667 41642 28690 
1966-70 202 3589 3312 6901 66302 49534 
1971-75 269 5745 5797 11542 89030 71340 
1976-80 402 9244 10084 19328 134042 114593 
1981-85 537 11456 13755 25211 178816 162254 
1986-90 629 12202 15496 27698 189702 180577 
1991-95 535 8690 13391 22081 128469 129281 
1996-00 613 10311 16899 27210 146556 149074 
2000-02 631 10189 20829 31018 1 156587 162405 
% Female 
Total 
70332 
115836 
160370 
248635 
341070 
370279 
257750 
295630 
318992 
Stude 
nts 
40.8 
42.8 
44.5 
46.1 
47.6 
48.8 
50.2 
50.4 
50.9 
(Source: based on Annual Statistical Abstracts, Ministry of Planning, 2000, 2002) 
It is interesting to note that while it took female school students almost 30 years 
to reach, equalize and exceed the number of male students, women teachers had 
already crossed and exceeded the actual number of male teachers in government 
schools within a short span of 10 years, in 1970s. And this trend continued 
throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and up to the year 2002. 
These amazing developments in women's education, at the school level, 
provided the basis for equally dramatic beginnings in the sphere of higher education. 
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Thus, when we speak of higher education in Kuwait, it was the legitimate outcome 
of the needs of those changing times. 
Kuwait Women in Nation-Building 
It was a mere coincidence that at the time of the oil boom, Kuwait already had a 
well developed educational system, under the auspices of the Ministry of Education. 
And it is this system that quickly responded to the emerging demands for technical 
manpower, with the Ministry of Education venturing in a big way to establish 
several specialized technical schools, including the State's first Industrial College, in 
1954/55. The Girls' Technical College, the Commercial Institute and the Teachers 
Institute were established soon thereafter. Several other ministries also joined the 
fray, and set up specific training centers to meet their respective needs. Thus, 
Telecommunications Institute was established in I966, Applied Engineering Institute 
and Water Resources Development Center in I968, Agriculture and Air Navigation 
Institutes in 1969, and Kuwait Institute of Applied Technology in 1976. 
During 1972 to 1982, allied schools and centers, founded by various ministries 
and organizations, increased substantially to meet the rapidly increasing demands 
for skilled and trained workers. The first Department, established in 1972, concerned 
Technical and Vocational Education, to oversee requisite training through four 
technical institutes — Teachers Institute, Health Institute for Girls, Kuwait Business 
Institute, and Kuwait Institute for Applied Technology — to prepare middle-level 
technical cadres for the industrial, commercial, health and educational sectors. This 
department was affiliated to the Ministry of Education, and by 1983, had turned out 
a total of 7,829 graduates, 2,858 males and 4,971 females. 10 
10 Quoted by Prof. Faizah M. Al-Kharafi, in 'Higher Education in Kuwait: A Perspective on 
Women's Development' paper presented at Arab International Women's Forum, 2003 
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The second was the Central Department of Training, estabUshed in 1976, to 
supervise training institutes and centers Unked to ministries. This department was 
affiliated to the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labor, and endeavored to meet the 
government's five-year plan (l976/77-1980/8l) requirements. The plan was basically 
to provide qualified manpower for industrial and economic sectors, by establishing 
three institutes—Telecommunications Training Institute, Air Navigation Institute 
and Electricity and Water Training Institute. By 1982, this department had turned 
out nearly 418 trained technicians, 271 specialized in communications, 52 trained in 
navigation and 95 in related technicalities. 
Women and Applied Education 
As the process of vocational training rapidly developed, emerging applied and 
technical needs led to the issuance of Law No. 62, paving the way for the 
establishment of the Public Authority for Applied Education and Training (PAAET), 
in 1982. This was an attempt to develop technically trained and skilled human 
resource for the country's expanding labor-market needs, so that the country's 
development process could be kept on track. 
It is interesting to note that PAAET's colleges by and large attracted more 
females than males. For instance, during 1996/97, a total of 2,227 students were 
admitted in the Basic Education College, of which 1,363 were females and 864 
males. Likewise, Business Studies admitted 2,759 students, with 1,601 females and 
1,158 males, and Health Sciences Institute had 404 students, of which 313 were 
12 
females and 91 males. The graduating diploma holders also show far more 
qualified females than males. 
11 Op. cit. 
12 Ibid. 
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This trend of higher female ratio continued to sustain even at the turn of the 
century, with year 2002 figures reflecting a preponderance of females in applied 
education stream with 14,417 registered students in the second semester, of which 
9>514 were females and the 4,903 males. Though, in the context of technical 
institutes, there were 1,477 males and 1,288 females, largely due to the nature of 
training involved. Yet, the trend is visibly pronounced and obvious, indicative of far 
more females than males involved in diverse vocational and training programs. 
Cumulatively, PAAET's training institutes thus highlight the existing, most 
dominant channels of vocational education that are rapidly shaping up the country's 
technical cadres and human resource needs of the public, private and services sector, 
in step with the country's vast and strategic developmental realities. 
PAEET is thus a significant contributor in generating a steady stream of 
technical and trained cadres for meeting the country's huge developmental needs, by 
providing the trained and skilled manpower, both males and females. 
Women in Higher Education: The case of the Kuwait University 
While this vast network of applied and vocational education was good news for 
the services sector, it could not provide the professionals, intellectuals and scientists 
to plan, decide, discover and lead. It was this compelling need for academics, 
scientists, and professionals that led to the establishment of the State's sole 
institution of higher education, the Kuwait University in 1966. This was the 
profound move that opened the strategic doors for the students to pursue advanced 
academic and scientific education, leading to the award of Bachelor's and Master's 
degrees, with the Ministry of Higher Education facilitating the pursuit of scholastic 
and doctoral studies abroad through the provision of scholarships. 
Kuwait University started functioning in 1966 with modest resources and 
facilities, and with four colleges of Arts, Education, Science and Women's Colleges. 
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The initial enrollment at that time stood at 418 students, with a teaching faculty of 
31 staff members. But, from then on there was no stopping, as Kuwait University 
continued to expand steadily, spearheading all round transformations in its physical 
assets, academic programs, and scientific outputs, so much so that, by 1996/97 its 
student strength increased to a massive 19)456 students, both males and females. It 
had as many as 920 faculty members, spread throughout its newly established 
colleges, that had opened since 1966. For instance, in 1967, the Colleges of Law, 
Sharia, Commerce, Economics and Political Science were established, in 1973 the 
College of Medicine, in 1974 the College of Engineering and Petroleum, and in 1977 
the College of Graduate Studies were established, of which the latter opened 
significant door for Master's programs. In 1981, the College of Allied Health 
Sciences & Nursing was opened, and in 1995/96 the earlier college of commerce, 
economic and political science was reconstituted as the College of Administrative 
Sciences, with a further reformation as the College of Business Studies. 
As the process of development continued, new colleges and facilities were 
instituted in response to growing demands for new courses and specializations, not 
available indigenously. Thus, two new colleges were established, with the College of 
Pharmacy opening during 1996/97, and the College of Dentistry, a year later, during 
1997/98. Further reformations led to the reconstitution of the College of Arts into 
two independent entities, as the college of Arts and the newly established College of 
Social Sciences in 1998, while in a major venture, Kuwait University started doctoral 
programs in 2000/01, with as many as I6 students currently pursuing their doctoral 
studies in various programs, with current provision for 36 Master's and 4 Doctoral 
level programs, with several new graduate programs on the anvil across faculties, 
keeping the developmental process on fast track. 
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Today, 37 years later, Kuwait University has developed into a sweeping 
conglomerate of 13 full-fledged faculties, offering 72 programs in diverse fields and 
specializations, with a culturally diverse and dynamic academic staff of over 1433-
strong faculty, providing advanced and specialized undergraduate, graduate and 
scholarly education to a burgeoning community of over 20,331 students, with 19,390 
pursuing undergraduate and 941 graduate programs, sustaining an equally 
impeccable legacy of scientific dynamism in the form of 519 research projects in 
various stages of progress, with 561 scientific publications, in world renowned 
13 
refereed journals, during the course of a single year (2002/03). 
Kuwait University continues to produce more women graduates than men. For 
instance, during 2002/03 alone, Kuwait University has provided the country a total 
of 3>023 qualified graduates, 2,194 females and 829 males, during the course of a 
single year. In gross economic terms, this included 90 qualified medical doctors, 356 
engineers, 650 educationists, 86 allied health and 106 Arts graduates. In addition, a 
large number of qualified teachers, lawyers, social scientists, journalists, librarians 
and educators, have stepped into the market sector, along with the second batch of 
qualified pharmacists and MBAs. 
Women takes over Kuwait University 
It is precisely with the establishment of Kuwait University in 1966, that the pace 
of national development accelerated, and opportunities for higher education for 
women opened in Kuwait, especially for a large majority of those women who were 
unable to go abroad for pursuing master's and scholarly studies. During the 1970s, 
the reality of women pursuing undergraduate courses led to a perceptible attitudinal 
change, correlating the image of educated women as symbols of modernization of 
13 President's Annual Report, Kuwait University, 1997/99,, 2001/02, 2002/03 
14 op. cit, 
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the Kuwaiti community, so much so that the first women graduates who came out 
to work were respected and treated as quasi-celebrities. 
If we look at the statistics, women continued to participate increasingly in 
higher education programs, and in taking advantage of opportunities available, at 
various levels of education. Thus, during 1975 to 1985, 64% of the qualifying 
Kuwait University graduates were reportedly women, a trend that consistently 
continues even to this day with more women (2,194) than men (829) graduating 
from Kuwait University (2001/02), ever since the establishment of Kuwait 
University. This trend is significant, especially in view of the fact that more men 
than women were sent abroad for higher education. Nevertheless, more women 
continued to benefit from higher education opportunities, significantly popularizing 
coUege-level education as a preferred goal for advancing their knowledge and 
potential, and to be more competent. 
Put simply, armed with education, training and professional degrees, women 
have virtually swept all sectors of the economy, often occupying parallel and senior 
positions, and actively participating in the decision-making process as important 
members and citizens of the Kuwaiti society. Today, their presence in the diverse 
sectors of the economy is compellingly profound with as many as 34% of the 
women occupying various cadres in the national labor force, ranging from 
professional, managerial, technical, and services sectors, and their number is steadily 
growing. Given this reality, the day is not far when women will supersede and turn 
the gender tide dramatically in their favor through their persistently higher 
educational attainments, academic excellence and professional endowments. A broad 
15 Annual Statistical Abstracts, Ministry of Planning, Kuwait. 1998 
16 National Report on Higher Education in Kuwait, 1998 
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indication of this trend is profoundly apparent throughout the educational system, 
where statistics exhibit that women are continuing to dominate and exceed at all 
levels of the educational process. 
Even a cursory look at the women profiles in Science, Technology and 
Engineering is quite telling: 
Women Education in Science & Technology^ 
Literacy Rate(2006) 91% 
Primaiy School Enrollment(2006) I 87% 
Secondary School Enrol]ment(2006) 
Tertiaiy School Enrol]ment(2006) 
80% 
33% 
Percentage of Women among Students Stu<fyingScience( 1995/1996) | 73% 
Percentage ofWomen among Students Studying Medicine( 1995/1996) ^ 73% 
Percentage ofWomen among Students Studying £ngineering( 1995/1996) ^ 49% 
Source: Advancing Science, Serving Society (aaas) 
ht^://www.aaas.org/programs/intemational/wist/countries/kuwait.shtml 
The table above shows that Kuwait has made more progress than any other Gulf 
nations toward improving the status of women and ensuring gender equality. 
Women and men are guaranteed free and equal access to primary through university 
education. In 2006, primary school enrollment for women stood at 87%, secondary 
school enrollment at 80%, and tertiary school enrollment at 33%. However, at the 
tertiaiy level, women comprise almost 2/3 of the student body and study all subjects. 
This may be due to the large number of male students traveling to foreign 
universities for their education. 
As women outshined men, the university changed the rules of the game. Out of 
the entire student population, 8.9% of women chose to study science, outnumbering 
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the meager 3-5% of men that studied science, in 1995-1996. Female students are 
now required to have a 3 3 GPA to be admitted to the engineering department, 
while male students need only a 2.8 GPA. Women must maintain a 3.5 GPA to be 
admitted to the field of medicine, while men need only a 3.3 GPA. These changes 
were introduced in response to the exceedingly high number of women pursuing the 
science fields. 
Women's Aspirations for Politics 
The rapid advancement of women in education was bound to aspire them for a 
proactive political life.Since the 1990s, Kuwaiti women have used every opportunity 
to bring their demands for political rights to the attention of the National Assembly. 
They have organized and held public demonstrations to protest against gender 
discrimination and have marched to the polling station to protest their lack of equal 
political rights during parliamentary elections. 
On May l6, 2005. eventually Kuwaiti women were given the green light reading 
up for a full participation in political life. The modest performance of Kuwaiti 
women in the 2006 legislative elections revealed that there are significant obstacles 
to political participation for women, including their participation in voting and 
running for office. At the beginning of the nomination process for these elections, 
30 women announced their candidacies. However, only 24 actually entered the 
elections, and of those, not one went on to win a seat. Was this a sign of Kuwaiti 
women's political consciousness in decline? Or, it was due the traditional mind-set 
that does not approve of a public role for women? 
In order to better understand women's political dilemma in Kuwait it is 
important to explore the ambiguities of Kuwaiti women's political participation in 
light of the existing political and social landscape. Drawing on the parliamentary 
election experiment in 2006 — when women candidates failed to obtain any electoral 
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seats — as an important lesson, this article will look at the prospect of transforming 
women's political rights from policy into actual practice. 
A Historical Overview of Women's Rights in Kuwait 
Kuwaiti women have enjoyed many economic and social rights, and even some 
political rights in the past, but suffrage and candidacy for office remained restricted 
to men for several decades. During its nascent years, the state offered women several 
fields of education, including engineering and political science, which had been 
limited to men in other Gulf countries. Similarly, women were permitted to hold 
many diplomatic positions. Nabila al-MuUa, for example, who headed the 
permanent Kuwaiti delegation to the United Nations, was the first female 
ambassador from the Gulf region. 
Women held many other positions as well, including posts as university 
presidents, ministry representatives, and editors-in-chief of principal newspapers in 
Kuwait. Nor were Kuwaiti women absent from Kuwaiti election campaigns, as they 
supported many candidates — especially those who called for the affirmation of 
women's political rights. 
The Kuwaiti Constitution does not restrict women's political rights. Indeed, the 
constitution supports the principle of equality regarding the rights of men and 
women in all areas, including politics. Articles 6, 7, 8 and 29 of the constitution! 
stipulate the equality of rights and duties among all citizens as a basis for real 
citizenship. However, women's political participation was hampered with the 
enactment of Election Law 35 in 1962, which restricted the right to vote and run for 
office solely to men. 
Women's political rights in Kuwait came in the wake of widespread 
international pressure. The most notable example was the UN Committee on 
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Economic, Social and Cultural Rights' June 2004 demand that Kuwait address a list 
of issues, at the top of which was women's political, economic, social and cultural 
17 
rights. Similarly, the International Union of Parliaments issued a report on Arab 
parliaments in 2005, which emphasized the improvements made in women's rights 
throughout the Arab world with the exceptions of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. 
Women trapped between Feminists & Islamists 
One important distinction in the otherwise slow emergence of social and 
political forces supporting women's political rights in Kuwait was the appearance ot 
feminist movements during the 1960s and 1970s. These movements provoked a 
religious response, which led to the revival of strong religious currents at the end of 
the 1970s and early 1980s, during which Islamists won a foothold in parliament. 
Islamists had seen a Western agenda and an effort to Westernize Kuwaiti society in 
these feminist movements, trends that threatened Kuwait's conservative social and 
cultural norms. 
Islamists feared the feminist movements' agenda would lead to the emergence of 
social maladies, such as the disintegration of the family and the breakdown of family 
system. To counter the feminist movements, Islamist factions established a number 
of women's associations focusing on women's social matters and volunteer work, all 
the while opposing women's political participation. These associations infiltrated the 
ranks of middle-class women, who had varying degrees of education. That 
infiltration, in turn, had a negative impact on the fate of women's political rights. 
The Islamic faction was also able to take control of a number of civil society 
associations, such as the Student Union, the unions of science faculties, the Teachers 
Society, and the Women's Committee of the Social Reform Society. The Islamist 
17 AI-Qabas (Kuwait), June 26, 2004, 9. 
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movement was able to secure the support of these domestic organizations and civil 
society groups in opposing women's political rights, all based on a traditional 
discourse that conflated the affirmation of those rights with the loss of cultural and 
social values and an agenda of Westernization. 
The Islamic movement suffered, however, when the liberal-minded Women's 
Socio-Cultural Association, an organization that united business-class and educated 
middle-class women, demanded the affirmation of women's political rights. 
According to Shaykha al-Nisf, president of the Women's Socio-Cultural Association: 
Our association is the only association in Kuwait that has demanded, since the 
1960s until today, that women be granted political rights. It is no secret that 
the positions of other associations have been to refuse these rights — even the 
proclamation of the princess for Kuwaiti women to be granted their political 
rights, which was al80-degree reversal of her earlier stance on the issue [of the 
right to political participation. 
The dominance that the Women's Socio-Cultural Association had over the 
Islamic movement at the time was short-lived, and the association lost ground by 
appearing too elitist, ultimately enabling the Islamic movement to regain popular 
support. The religious factions succeeded in depicting the feminist discourse on 
political rights as a paltry discussion that sought personal gain. These religious 
factions set the Women's Socio-Cultural Association's call for equality at odds with 
the broader popular discourse aimed at guarding the interests of women who wanted 
to improve their standard of living, obtain better work conditions, improve social 
welfare, and other social issues. 
Yet religious factions were not successful on their own in overpowering the 
women's issue. They were aided by alliances with tribal powers, and benefited from 
other social obstacles to enfranchising women. In some cases, the position of the 
18 AJ-Qabas, February 5, 2005, 38. 
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religious factions, including that of the Muslim Brotherhood, was deeply influenced 
by tribal forces from the outset. In contrast to the position held by their mother 
organizations in Egypt and Jordan, the Kuwaiti Muslim Brotherhood opposed 
political rights for women. It was because of the tribal forces' control over the group. 
They were also competing with the Kuwaiti Salafist organizations that intensely 
opposed women's political participation. Important figures within these Islamic and 
tribal groups sharply criticized the demand to expand women's political rights. 
One Islamic parliamentarian warned that women entering parliament would 
19 
herald the entry of derelicts, deviants and homosexuals. Another member of 
parliament went as far as to suggest that elevating women to political equality with 
men is apostasy; a third declared that affirming women's political rights would be a 
20 
disgrace to the legislature. However, these attacks were met with fierce reaction 
from liberal reformers. The Women's Socio-Cultural Association took legal action 
against the parliamentarian that equated the entry of women into parliament with 
the entry of derelicts, deviants and homosexuals. The association won their suit, and 
the parliamentarian immediately paid a fine of 5.000 Kuwaiti dinars. The other two 
members of parliament were forced to present written apologies that were published 
in local newspapers after liberals launched an aggressive campaign condemning their 
remarks. 
19 Al-Qabas, January 4, 2006, 1. 
20 y4Mn^aa'(Kuwait), March 1, 2005, 1. 
21 'All al-Baghli, "Rejected Logic," Al-Qabas, March 5. 2005, 17. It is important to note that on 
January 4, 2006, the Court of Appeals fined Representative Walid al-Tabtabae 5,000 Kuwaiti 
dinars as a short-term compensation for his attack on those calling for women's political rights, 
especially the Women's Socio-Cultural Association. He had called them as those who "wanted 
to sabotage the family. Westernize society, and spread homosexuality and depravity." Al-Qabas, 
January 4, 2006, p.l. 
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Another factor that affected women's poUtical enfranchisement was the shift 
from a 10-district electoral system to a 25-district system in 198I. Many members of 
parliament were inclined to limit electoral rights to men out of a desire to protect 
their electoral seats and guarantee easy success in the elections. 
The Social Acceptance of Women's Political Rights 
In April 2006 The Kuwait Economic Society published a "Kuwaiti Public 
Opinion Survey Report" which apart from many other questions explored whether 
women be allowed to participate in politics. The result of the survey showed that the 
Kuwaiti society was in the process of forming a positive opinion of women's political 
abilities: 
Voting & Women 
Women can make eood \'0tiu2 decision: Will encourage women in the family 
Doni Maybe 
know1% 
No 42% 
Yes 51% 
Women ran make good 
decisions wiieu voting 
Agree 
Disagree 
Maybe 
50% 
30% 
17% 
Will euronrage women to 
vote 
Yes 
No 
Maybe 
50% 
42% 
6% 
Will support/'vote for 
ivomen candidates 
Yes 
No 
Maj-be 
45% 
39% 
11% 
Source: Kuwaiti Pubic Opinion Survey Report, April 2006 
In fact, the political religious movement's views toward women's political rights 
began to change when the tribal-religious alliance started to face many local, 
regional and international pressures to amend its position on the issue. For example, 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Kuwait was subject to a great deal of criticism from the 
mother branches in Egypt and Jordan because the former did not recognize women's 
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rights. As a compromise, the Mushm Brotherhood in Kuwait opted to support the 
right of women to run for office, but not to vote. 
The most important changes regarding women's pohtical rights in Kuwait 
occurred within the Salafi camp. In the mid-1990s, Salafists witnessed divisions that 
led to the appearance of the new group called the Scientific Salafis, who represented 
the youth generation that did not agree with a number of traditional Salafi stances, 
including the control of the older generation over key positions within the 
movement. 
An offshoot of the Scientific Salafis, the Umma Party, adopted a number of 
progressive stances in the realm of political reform. It assured support for women's 
political participation, and called for the preservation of the party system, 
parliamentary government and the principle of a peaceful transfer of power. Despite 
contradictions between some of the party's ideas and positions, its progressive 
positions on women's political participation led to the weakening of the Salafi 
authority that had originally opposed enfranchising women. This, in turn, led to a 
fierce debate on the issue. While some supported women empowerment the others 
opposed it on the ground that it will lead to wholesale westernization of Kuwaiti 
women. 
After the Umma Party announced its support for women, the legal authority 
upon which the religious forces had based their opposition to women's political 
rights weakened. This led to an environment in which the government could move 
toward passing suggested amendments to the election law. It is important to note 
that the Kuwaiti government played an important role in amending the election law 
by coordinating political groups in order to secure an amendment's passage on May 
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l6, 2005. The government sought, in subsequent phases, to lay the foundation for 
further developments by appointing two female members to the municipal council. 
It also assigned the planning ministry to a female minister (who later took on the 
health and transportation portfolios) — an indication that women's political roles in 
Kuwait had entered a new phase. 
The Failure of Women in the 2006 and 2008 Elections 
Despite these developments, and despite high expectations for the parliamentary 
elections in the summer of 2006, women's performance in those elections was — 
whether as voters or candidates — disappointing. Many reformers were upset. An 
examination of voter positions during these elections points to the fact that in some 
cases, women voters sought to bring down important figures associated with the 
liberal movement. 
Another reason for the defeat of women candidates was the unknown face of the 
candidates. Among the 24 female candidates in these elections, few were well-
known, and many were new to the Kuwaiti political scene. Most of them had no 
previous record of engaging themselves in public activities prior to running for 
office. After parliament's decision to hold early elections in the summer of 2006, 
rather than at the appointed time in the summer of 2007, many credible female 
candidates opted to abstain from participating for fear of being defeated in their first 
political experience. 
22 Al-Qabas, March 6, 2005. After the affirmation of those rights, the International Union of 
Parliaments' (IPU) website included Kuwait on an honorary hst titled "Women Suffrage." The 
list details the continued progress of the affirmation of women's political participation in the 
election process in different countries around the world. 
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Other challenges faced the female candidates in these elections was their lack of 
political experience. Their electoral campaigns were poorly managed and there was 
absence of coordination among female candidates in selecting districts (numerous 
candidates were unjustifiably present in some districts while totally absent in others). 
However, these difficulties do not negate some of the positive effects of the summer 
2006 elections. Specifically, the vote challenged the prevailing belief that the issue of 
political participation is an elitist issue. The election also broke the taboo about the 
supposed political isolation of Kuwaiti women and paved way for the fiiture. 
The delay in complete enfranchisement of Kuwaiti women, and women's failure 
to take seats in parliament during the summer 2006 elections may be a setback, but 
it was a positive step in the gender debate. The affirmation of those rights through 
an elected parliamentary authority, as Kuwait witnessed in 2005, is a unique and 
pioneering experience. What is important is the fact that women empowerment 
came here through people and not by any royal command or decree. The 2008 
election results were also a blow to women activists. Again none of the 27 woman 
candidates could enter parliament. Regardless of the results of the two elections, 
women's political stock is rising, and will continue to do so if the success of reforms 
thus far is not forgotten. 
The Struggle for Citizenship or Fvdl Womanhood 
As the women struggle matured and women excelled men in education and 
even took steps to challenge men in political arena, the realization grew that they 
lacked certain constitutional safeguards necessary to claim a full member of the 
society. The debate turned to citizenship. Merely allowing women to vote or run for 
office was not sufficient to prove their citizenry especially when they feel that men 
enjoy a better constitutional safeguard when they marry a foreign woman. Are 
23 Kuwait Times, 18 May 2008 
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women not member of the Kuwaiti civil society the same way that men are, many 
female activists piqued? 
Some women activists have seen a parallel between the treatments meted to 
women with those accorded to foreigners. Male foreigners and male biduins 
experience many restrictions on their political and economic activities similar to 
restrictions placed on foreigners by other countries. The assumption supporting this 
differential treatment is that such persons actually 'belong' somewhere else, that they 
are members of other civil societies, other nations and not of Kuwait's civil society 
and nation. 
A Kuwaiti woman is not an autonomous citizen. She is a Kuwaiti national by 
virtue of having a Kuwaiti father, but can lose her status and her rights as a Kuwaiti 
if she marries a foreigner, even if she may continue to live in Kuwait. Many 
Kuwaitis see this as natural, saying that if a woman wants to retain her rights as a 
Kuwaiti she should not marry a foreigner. Although after divorce or widowhood she 
can reclaim these rights, nevertheless, this is a punishment rather that award. This is 
natural to ask if men can pass on their citizenship to their children why not women? 
Is a woman not a full person? 
Although elite women are visible in a number of public arenas and their views 
on a variety of issues are published in the press but they are not truly representative 
of the common woman. True, the president of Kuwait University is a woman, a 
vice-president of the Kuwait Petroleum Corporation is a woman and other elite 
women also hold powerful positions in government agencies. Yet, as Mary and al-
Mughni argue: 
...the privileges of elite women do not trickle down to other Kuwaiti women. 
Instead, elite women in Kuwait use their positions to maintain the status quo 
and preserve their own class privileges. Even so, the reality for all Kuwaiti 
women is that their status and survival depend on their relationship to men. It 
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is the law that dispossesses childless widows of their homes and denies every 
woman fiill benefits and rights, including family support allowances, on the 
basis of their gender. It is the law that denies women equal protection firom 
discrimination by employers and from abuse by male members of their 
tamiiies. 
The lack of human and civil rights guarantees for Kuw^aiti w^omen is often 
justified in the name tradition. The tradition in this context simply means accepted 
norms of w^omen subjugation. Yet it is a useful w^eapon to evoke emotions and thus 
keep control of w^omen, Mary and al-Mughni have a point: 
One reason for the appeal of tradition is that religion, which does enjoy 
widespread popular legitimacy, is credited as being the foundation of 
traditional values in the Middle East. Tradition and religion thus appear to be 
synonymous, even though religious leaders are quick to adopt modern ways to 
help themselves compete for authority against both political regimes and 
aspirmg secular reformers. 
On the whole, hovsrever, in the Middle East as elsew^here, religious institutions 
have lost power to states in educational, judicial and economic arenas. Although 
they continue to play a prominent social role they do not command any more 
ultimate authority. When the religious groups oppose women movement it helps 
state to take advantage of the social division. The blame is easily placed on the 
religious group who are opposed to women participation. This way religious groups 
too gain public prominence. The state accommodates women by nominating thus 
women again are at the mercy of the state patronage. This indeed is very tricky 
arrangement. 
24 "Gender, Citizenship and Nationalism in Kuwait", Mary Ann Tetreault and Haya al-
Mughni, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 22, No. 1/2 (1995), pp. 64-80 
25 The reference is made to Memissi, Fatima. 1992. Islam and Democracy: Fear of the Modem 
World, tr. Maiy Jo Lakeland. Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley. 
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Arguments for keeping Kuwaiti women from full citizenship in the name of 
tradition cannot be effective for long. Tradition, be it Islamic or otherwise, is 
generally taken as a means to impose men's view of religion. Women's perception of 
Islam however is essentially different. According to Leilah Ahmad, in contrast to 
women's simple Islam, 
...men's Islam . . . has been supported and enforced by sheiks, ayatoUahs, 
rulers, states, and armies . . . . This variant of Islam has wielded absolute power 
and has not hesitated to eradicate-often with the same brutaHty as 
26 
fundamentalism today — all dissent, all differing views, all opposition. 
This is why the legal rights of women vary among Muslim countries as they do 
among countries whose societies are shaped by other religious traditions. 
Conclusion 
Sharia is not to be blamed for the subordinate position of Kuwaiti women and 
for their recognition as only half-being. It is in fact the selfishness of those who 
monopolize political power and the power to interpret religious text. We should also 
not lose sight of the fact that Kuwaiti law is not solely Sharia based, although it uses 
Sharia as a primary source of legislation according to the Constitution. 
It is the long held tribal traditions and values that make it difficult for men to 
accept women as full person and it is the same spirit that stops Saudi society letting 
women drive. Shariah is just a shield for traditional apologists. Otherwise there is no 
point why Kuwaiti women are denied the same right of citizenship that men very 
much avail. Let us elaborate. Article 7 of Kuwait's Constitution reads, "Justice, 
Liberty, and Equality are the pillars of society; cooperation and mutual help are the 
firmest bonds between citizens." but according to some Kuwaiti women who are 
26 Leila Ahmed. A Border Passage: From Cairo to America—A Woman's Journey, New York: 
Penguin Books, 1999. pp.130-131 
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married to foreign men, they have no equality when it comes to citizenship for their 
children. 
Kuwaiti law grants automatic citizenship to the children of Kuwaiti men no 
matter what nationality their mother holds. Kuwaiti women, however, are unable to 
pass on their citizenship to their children unless the father is a Kuwaiti as well. 
There is a loophole in the current law however, which stipulates that divorced 
Kuwaiti women with foreign nationality children may apply for Kuwaiti citizenship. 
This provision has brought to us many dreadful stories. For example, Al-Khalid 
recounts the case of a woman victim who decides to opt for divorce to avail 
citizenship facilities for her son: 
I am married to my husband who is a Yemeni but we are considering a divorce 
for the sake of our son who is ill," said Kuwaiti Um Ali, who continued, "We 
will do the divorce and I will apply for my son...Inshallah God will help us for 
the sake of my son who needs medical care which the government would 
27 
provide for free if he was Kuwaiti. 
The 'on paper only' divorce is the only outlet for some women whose financial 
situations would benefit from the free medical care and schooling offered to Kuwaiti 
citizens. Under current law, a divorced or widowed Kuwaiti woman who does not 
have a home may apply for government housing. Article 9 of Kuwait's Constitution 
states: 'The family is the corner-stone of Society. It is founded on religion, morality 
and patriotism.' If we take the constitutional intent seriously, there is no justification 
for denying women fuU citizenship rights as men. This alone can safeguard family 
values as well as strengthen the state. 
27 Ahmad Al-Khaled "Equality only for some in Kuwait", Kuwait Times, February 04, 2008 
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In Kuwait and elsewhere in the GCC countries there is a clash between the 
Shariah and the tradition. Men's perception of Shariah is another name of tribal 
traditions. In the introductory chapter we have shown it in detail how Islam gave 
women an active social role and accepted her as full citizen. If Shariah allowed them 
in the past to assume pubUc responsibility, how can one deny them the same rights 
at the pretext of the same Shariah? Without accepting women as full individual we 
will only create social tensions and intriguing problems waiting to be solved by legal 
maneuverings and loopholes. Justice and Shariah demand that Kuwaiti women are 
given full citizenship rights which they can successfully pass on to their children. 
I l l 
Chapter IV 
State of Qatar 
Countay at a Glance 
Population: 1,448,446. 
GDP Per Capita (PPP): $67,000 
Economy: Mixed capitalist-statist 
Polity: Traditional monarchy 
Literacy: Male 89.1% / Female 88.6% 
Percent Women Economically Active: 42.1% 
Date of Women's Suffrage: 1999 
Women's Fertility Rate: 3-5 
Percent Urban/Rural: Urban 91% / Rural 9% 
(Source: Compiled with 2008 data from Population Reference Bureau , CIA World Fact Book) 
Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
State of Qatar 
The Background 
Qatar is one of the newest emirates in the Arabian Peninsula. After domination by 
Persians for thousands of years and more recently by the Ottoman Turks, and by 
the British, Qatar became an independent state on September 3> 1971. Unlike other 
nearby emirates, Qatar declined to become part of either the United Arab Emirates 
or of Saudi Arabia. 
Although the peninsular land that makes up Qatar has sustained humans for 
thousands of years, for the bulk of its history the arid climate fostered only short-
term settlements by nomadic tribes. Clans such as the Al Khalifa and the Al Saud 
(which would later ascend the thrones of Bahrain and of Saudi Arabia respectively) 
swept through the Arabian Peninsula and camped on the coasts within small fishing 
and pearling villages. The clans fought each other for lucrative oyster beds and 
lands, frequently forming and breaking coalitions with one another in their attempts 
to establish territorial supremacy. 
The British initially sought out Qatar and the Persian Gulf as intermediary 
stations en route to their colonial interests in India. However the discovery of oil 
Qatar is in a complex corner of the Middle East, and its policies are enigma even to veteran Arab experts. 
Most famously home to Al Jazeera, the highly regarded but controversial Arab news network that the Bush 
administration repeatedly condemns as encouraging terrorism, Qatar is also home to Al Ueid, a massive 
American military base, from which the United States launched its attack on Iraq. 
113 
and hydrocarbons in the early twentieth century re-invigorated their interest. During 
the nineteenth century (the time of Britain's formative ventures into the region), the 
M Khalifa clan reigned over the Northern Qatari peninsula from the off-shore island 
of Bahrain to the w e^st. Although Qatar legally had the status of a dependency, 
unrest & turmoil brotent against the Bahraini Al Khalifas along in the fishing 
villages of Doha and Wakrah. In 1867, the Al Khalifas launched a successful effort 
to quell the Qatari rebels by sending a massive naval force to Wakrah. Bahraini 
aggression how^ever violated an 1820 Anglo-Bahraini Treaty, and the diplomatic 
response of the British Protectorate set into motion. This eventuatelly led to in the 
foun ding of the state of Qatar. In addition to censuring Bahrain for its breach of 
agreement, the British Protectorate (per Colonel Lewis Pelly) asked to negotiate with 
a representative from Qatar. The request implied a tacit recognition of Qatar's status 
as distinct from Bahrain. To negotiate with Colonel Pelly, the Qataris chose a 
respected entrepreneur and a long-time resident of Doha, Muhammed bin Thani. 
His clan, the Al Thanis, had taken relatively little part in Persian Gulf politics, but 
the diplomatic foray ensured their future as the ruling family of Qatar, a dynasty 
that continues to this day. The negotiation results brought Qatar a new pohtical 
selfhood, although it did not gain official standing as a British protectorate until 
1916. 
The imperial might of the British Empire diminished after the Second World 
War, more so after India became independent in 1947, during the 1950s British 
withdrawal from the Persian Gulf Arab emirates gained momentum as British 
welcomed Kuwait's declaration of independence in 196I. Seven years later, when 
Britain officially announced that it would disengage (politically, not economically) 
from the Persian Gulf in three years time, Qatar joined Bahrain and seven other 
Trucial States in a federation. Regional disputes however quickly compelled Qatar to 
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resign and declare independence from the coalition that would evolve into the seven-
imarat United Arab Emirates. Thus, 1971 marked the inauguration of Qatar as an 
independent sovereign state. 
Since 1995. Emir Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani has ruled Qatar: he seized 
control of the country from his father Khalifa bin Hamad Al Thani while the latter 
vacationed in Switzerland. Under Emir Hamad, Qatar has experienced a notable 
amount of sociopolitical liberalization, including the enfranchisement of women. In 
1999, women were granted equal suffrage, and the country held the first elections 
for its 29-member municipal council. Approximately 97 percent of voters approved a 
new constitution in a referendum on April 29, 2003- The new constitution formally 
granted women equality and also provided for a legislative advisory council 
comprising 30 elected and 15 appointed members. In April 2003, the first woman 
cabinet minister was elected in Qatar's second municipal council elections. 
Qatar has a population of approximately 600,000, of whom an estimated 
150,000 are citizens. Noncitizens, who comprise about 75 percent of the local 
population, are mostly foreign workers and their families who come from South Asia 
and other Arab countries. Foreign workers on short-term employment contracts 
represent about 85 percent of the workforce. The rights and state benefits afforded 
to Qatari citizens such as free education and health care, are not extended to the 
country's noncitizen population. 
Civil society has limited scope in Qatar. Public protest and political 
demonstrations are rare. All nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) require 
permission from the state to operate. Political parties, trade groups, women's groups. 
2 "Background Note: Qatar" (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of State, 2003); Country Reports on Human 
Rights Practices-2003: Qatar (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, 
and Labor, 25 February 2004). 
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and human rights groups have been refused Ucenses. However, the state did 
estabUsh the Supreme Council for Family Affairs, with its subsidiary body, the 
Women's Affairs Committee, in December 1998. In 2002, the emir decreed the 
establishment of the National Committee for Human Rights, which aims to 
implement the goals of international human rights charters and to report and 
investigate human rights violations. 
Oil wealth has provided the state with the resources to build and staff high-
quality health and educational facilities and to establish an extensive welfare system 
for its citizens. The female literacy rate and life expectancy have increased over the 
past few generations, and women are well represented in the education sector. Oil 
revenues have also provided Qatari women with a growth in professional 
employment opportunities and a lessening of household responsibilities, as a result 
of the increased economic ability to hire domestic staff. Nevertheless, with increasing 
numbers of Qatari households employing domestic workers, a new class of exploited 
foreign domestic, predominantly female, workers has emerged. 
While some women have benefited from the recent reforms in Qatar, women in 
general continue to face legal and societal problems in a number of areas. Women's 
rights and freedoms in the public sphere, whether economic, political, or social, 
remain limited. Restrictions on the freedom of movement, mistreatment of foreign 
domestic workers, and limits on the freedom to organize and advocate for their 
rights still pose obstacles for women. There are no laws against domestic violence 
and no shelters or women's groups offering assistance to victims. 
3 "Reply by the State of Qatar to the Questionnaire to Governments on Implementation of the Beijing 
Platform for Action (1995) and the Outcome of the Twenty-third Special Session of the General Assembly 
(2000)" (Doha: Supreme Council for Family Affairs, 2004). 
* AI Report 2003: Qatar (London and New York: Amnesty International [AI], 2003); Aman Daily News, 17 
November 2002. 
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Gender based statistics and studies on women's issues, particularly with respect 
to health, the economy, and the environment, are scarce in Qatar. The lack of 
information serves as an obstacle to many, including planners, policy makers, and 
women's rights advocates. 
Constitutional Protection & Rights to Women 
Qatar's constitution guarantees women equal rights: Article 35 stipulates that 
"There shall be no discrimination on account of sex, origin, language or religion." 
In 1999 the emir granted women the right to vote. Many women hold important 
posts in government. In 2003 the emir appointed Qatar's first female minister, 
Sheikha bint Ahmed Al Mahmoud, as minister of education. 
In practice, however, discrimination against women exists. For example, Qatari 
women required to permission from their male guardians to obtain driver's licenses, 
and men may prevent female relatives from leaving the country. Female workforce 
participation rates remain low and women remain concentrated in traditional 
sectors, notably education and medicine. However, the barriers to employment are 
more informal than formal; Qatari women who choose to are found working in a 
range of professional positions. 
The law treats women as full and equal persons. However, in practice, most 
women living in C^tar are not always treated as equals. Qatar's judicial system is 
composed of two sets of courts (unified in 1997 under the umbrella of a Higher 
Judicial Council); Islamic (Shari'a) courts that implement Islamic law, and non-
Islamic courts. The Islamic courts in Qatar have jurisdiction over only personal 
status law or family law. While Shari'a law may grant overt preference to men in 
5 "Reply . . . to the Questionnaire to Governments . . ." (Supreme Council for Family Affairs, 2004). 
6 Constitution of Qatar 
H7 
matters of the family, case outcomes are occasionally tempered by the fact that 
Hanbali (Qatar's dominant sect) practice allows for a high level of judicial 
discretion. 
Women usually attend court proceedings in legal cases but are typically 
represented by a male relative or, increasingly, a (male) attorney, although women 
may represent themselves if they choose. Half of Qatar's judges are non-Qataris who 
are at-will employees who can be fired and consequently deported at any time, a 
Q 
circumstance that limits their independence and affect their judgment. There are 
no women judges in Qatar. Only in the year 2000 did Qatari authorities grant the 
Q 
first woman, Haifa Al-Bakr, a license to practice law. While the number of women 
lawyers in Qatar is growing, their proportion within the legal profession and their 
work are still very limited. 
Most foreign women laborers work as domestic workers in Qatar and have only 
limited access to justice. These women are often isolated within households, where 
their employers may restrict their freedom of movement. While they do have some 
legal rights and appear before the same court system as Qatari citizens, fear of 
expulsion and job loss often prevents these workers from exercising what rights they 
technically possess. The state does very little to protect foreign women, especially 
domestic workers. 
Article 36 of the constitution states that no one shall be arrested except under 
provision of the law. In practice, unjustified gender-based imprisonment and 
detention are rare. Prisons meet international standards, and women are held 
7 "Qatar: Women in Public Life" (United Nations Development Programme, Programme on Governance in 
the Arab Region), www.pogar.org/countries/Qatar/gender.html. 
' See "Qatar," Freedom in the World 2003 (New York and Washington, D.C.: Freedom House, 2004); 
Country Reports . . . (U.S. Dept. of State, 25 February 2004). 
9 "Woman in Qatar gets the right to be lawyer for the first time," ArabicNews.com, 17 February 2000. 
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separately from men. The proportion of women in the prison population for the 
year 2000 was l l .o percent. 
The government does not allow nongovernmental women's rights organization, 
in addition to most other types of associations, to work freely to promote the status 
of women. Although the new constitution provides for freedom of association, in 
practice, the government has limited this right. All nongovernmental groups must 
12 
apply for registration with the Ministry of Interior, which monitors their activities. 
The only active women's group is governmental, the Supreme Council for 
Family Affairs. This is independent of other governmental structures but under the 
directorship of the emir's wife, Shaikha Muza bint Nasir al-Misnad. Much of its 
work centers on advocacy for women and children. The council's Women's Affairs 
Committee has called for reform of the Personal Status Law, increased public 
awareness of women's issues, and generally advocated for a range of women's issues. 
As a result of the council's work, the age of marriage was raised from 14 to l6, 
women gained the right to divorce their husband without losing custody of their 
children, and divorced women became eligible to receive three years of alimony. The 
Supreme Council has also been advocating to hire more women in top governmental 
1 . . 1 . . . 14 
decision-makmg positions. 
10 "Prison Brief for Qatar" (London: International Centre for Prison Studies, 2004), 
11 Country Reports . . . (U.S. Dept. of State, 25 February 2004). 
12 Ibid. 
13 "Report containing additional information about the initial report submitted by the State of Qatar to the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child" (Doha: Supreme Council for Family Affairs, July 2001). 
14 Country Profiles "Qatar" (Beirut: United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia 
[ESCWA], 2002), http://www.escwa.org.lb/ecw/index.asp. 
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Personal Freedom 
The country has undergone a period of Uberalization and modernization after 
the current Emir of Qatar, Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani, came to power after 
overthrowing his father. For example, women are now allowed to dress mostly as 
they please in public although in practice local Qatari women generally don the 
black abaya. When contrasted with other neighboring states such as Saudi Arabia or 
Kuwait, Qatar has comparatively liberal laws. Women can drive in Qatar, whereas 
they may not legally drive in Saudi Arabia. 
Qatar has made fundamental improvment in enhancing the status of women 
and promoting gender equality since the time of its first report on women, which 
was tabled at the World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995- Women's issues 
have been included among the State's developmental priorities and are high on the 
agenda of decision-makers. Since 1995> the country's legislation has been extensively 
amended, favoring and improving the status of women. The Government has 
undertaken additional spending for programmes relating to the advancement of 
women in the fields of health, education, vocational skills and social matters 
generally, and institutions concerned with women's issues have been upgraded. 
The first of these developments, which has directly affected that role, was the 
establishment in December 1998 of an institutional mechanism concerned with 
women's issues, namely the Supreme Council for Family Affairs, and a subsidiary 
body, the Women's Affairs Committee. The Council has assumed responsibility for 
women's issues, replacing the Women's Directorate within the Ministry of 
Endowments and Islamic Affairs. 
After the Council had been established, on its own & broke awayfrom the 
mistry of Islamic Affairs, it because an active agent to implement UN agenda about 
women. Accordingly, the Council, in cooperation with the United Nations 
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Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), undertook the task of preparing a new 
strategy for the advancement of Qatari women. 
The second development has been an increase in the numbers of women 
holding leadership posts compared to the preceding period. A woman Minister of 
Education has been appointed, the first ever, not only in Qatar but in the entire 
region. Women now occupy a variety of other important, influential posts as well. 
The third major development has been the emergence of the private sector and 
non-governmental organizations in the field of social development generally, and the 
field of the advancement of women in particular. An example of this is the role 
played by the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community 
Development in the educational and social sectors, and, more particularly, the 
activities of the Foundation's Social Development Centre, which offers women-
oriented programmes. 
The state religion of Qatar is Islam, as interpreted by the Wahhabi tradition of 
the Hanbali school of Islam. Women are largely free to practice their religion and 
beliefs. Article 50 of the constitution formally guarantees freedom of worship to all, 
and in practice this freedom has seen expansion in recent years. Although the 
national population is overwhelmingly Sunni, specifically Hanbali, the expatriate 
population includes a significant number of other religions. The current emir 
recently allowed for Christian worship, which had been banned in the past. In 1999. 
permission for the construction of Qatar's first church was granted. The government 
has since granted formal legal status to a number of Christian denominations 
(Catholic, Anglican, Orthodox, Coptic, and several Asian Christian denominations). 
15 "Qatar: International Religious Freedom Report 2003" (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of State, Bureau of 
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 18 December 2003), 
http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/irf/2003/24460pfhtm 
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in effect giving them permission to hold pubUc services and providing them with 
registration numbers that allow them to open bank accounts and sponsor clergy for 
visas. Shi'a Muslims are allowed to practice their religion, but some public Shi'a 
ceremonies (such as self-flagellation) are banned. 
Women have restricted freedom of movement. While foreign women may 
obtain a driver's license, Qatari women are required to have the permission of their 
male guardian (husband, father) to get a license and must prove that their daily life 
17 
necessitates movement. Social norms restrict interactions between unrelated men 
and women, and areas of the public sphere such as workplaces and schools are 
largely segregated. Restaurants have family rooms for women and families, health 
clubs have ladies' hours, and banks have women's sections. These practices are 
enforced by social norms and tradition. 
Qatar has no religious police. Women are not legally required to have a male 
guardian's permission to travel abroad, but few women travel alone. Men can 
prevent female relatives from leaving the country by giving their names to 
immigration officers at departure ports. Employers often restrict the freedom of 
movement of non-Qatari women, particularly domestic workers, and their ability to 
travel abroad. It is not illegal for employers to withhold the passports of their 
workers. Employers must give consent before exit permits are issued to foreign 
workers wishing to leave the country. 
The Women's Affairs Committee of the recently reviewed Qatar's Personal 
Status Law and proposed amendments, some of which were accepted. Law in 
matters of personal status tends to discriminate against women, notably in cases of 
16 Ibid. 
Country Profiles "Qatar" (Beirut: United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia 
[ESCWA], 2002), http://www.escwa.org.lb/ecw/index.asp. 
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inheritance and child custody. In matters of divorce, women are typically granted 
custody of younger children, while fathers will gain custody of older children. In 
practice, once a boy reaches the age of seven and a girl reaches puberty, the father 
wiU usually be granted full custody if he so desires. 
Qatari law allows a woman to seek a divorce by petitioning the court. The court 
will grant a woman a divorce only if she is able to prove that she can no longer 
continue to live with her husband. In practice however, women do not often employ 
this procedure. Women have the legal right to negotiate a marriage contract that 
may grant them greater rights than those guaranteed by law. Nonetheless, they do 
not have full and equal freedom to choose their marriage partner. Polygamy is quite 
widespread and accepted as a Qatar tradition. 
The law prohibits forced or bonded labor, and Qatari women are protected from 
slavery and gender-based slavery-like practices to some degree. Yet, despite measures 
taken by the government, Qatar is a destination country for women who are 
trafficked and placed in situations of forced labor. Domestic workers, particularly 
from Asia, often work under conditions approaching bounded labor and some are 
even sexueilly exploited. 
Qatari women are generally free from torture and cruel, inhuman, and 
degrading punishment. Protection from domestic violence is provided more by social 
networks, notably the tendency toward family endogamy (a cultural preference for 
cousin marriage) than by law. Thus an abuser married to his cousin would have to 
answer to his wife's parents: his own uncle and clan, who would probably come to 
her defense. As family standing plays an important role in safeguarding women 
rights. Nonetheless, the topic of domestic abuse remains largely taboo. Women do 
not prefer to speak out the problem. And in case where they lack strong family 
support it is difficult for her to fight for her given rights. 
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In 2003, the wife of the emir helped to estabhsh the Qatari Institution for the 
Protection of Women and Children. According to the government, the objectives of 
this institution are to "protect women and children from deviant practices in the 
home, in society, and in the workplace." 
Women Education & its Impact 
Before the discovery of oil, the economy of the Qatari region focused on fishing 
and pearling. After the introduction of the Japanese cultured pearl into the world 
market in the 1920s and 1930s, Qatar's pearling industry faltered. However, the 
discovery of oil reserves, beginning in the 1940s, completely transformed the 
nation's economy. Now, the country has a high standard of living, with many social 
services offered to its citizens and all the amenities of any modern nation. 
While oil and gas will probably remain the backbone of Qatar's economy for 
some time to come, the country seeks to stimulate the private sector and develop a 
"knowledge economy". In 2004 it established the Qatar Science & Technology Park 
to attract and serve technology-based companies and entrepreneurs, from overseas 
and within Qatar. 
In November of 2002 the Emir Hamad bin KhaUfa al-Thani created the 
Supreme Education Council, The Council directs and controls education for all ages 
from the pre-school level through the university level, including the "Education for a 
New Era" reform initiative. The Emir's second wife, Sheikha Mozah Bint Nasser Al-
Missned, has been instrumental in new education initiatives in Qatar. She chairs the 
C^tar Foundation and is on the board of Qatar's Supreme Education Council. 
In recent years Qatar has placed great emphasis on education. Along with the 
country's free healthcare to every citizen, every child has free education from 
kindergarten through college. The country has a university, the University of Qatar, 
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and a number of higher educational institutions. Additionally, with the support of 
the Qatar Foundation, major American universities have opened branch campuses in 
Education City, Qatar. These include Carnegie Mellon University, Georgetown 
University, Texas A&M University, Virginia Commonwealth University and Cornell 
University's Weill Medical College. In 2004 Qatar established the Qatar Science & 
Technology Park at Education City to link those universities with industry. 
Qatari women have access to education at all levels and take full advantage of 
Qatar's free education system. Article 49 of the constitution states, "Education is the 
right of every citizen. The State shall endeavor to provide free and compulsory 
public education in accordance with the laws in force." Education is compulsory for 
all children up to the age of l8 or until the end of the intermediate level of 
schooling. Free education is not offered to Qatar's noncitizens, however. In 2003, 
women's literacy rates were 82.3 percent, a litde lower than men's rate of 84.9 
percent. However, in 2004 the figure went to 88.6%. Women however have to go a 
long way in scientific and technological education as depicted in the table below: 
Profiles of Women in STE in Qatar 
Education: 
Literacy Rate (2004) 
Primary School Enrollment (2004) 
88.6% 
90% 
Secondary School Enrollment (1995 -1999) 
Tertiary School Enrollment (2000) 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Science( 1995/1996) 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Medicine( 1995/1996) 
79% 
46.2% 
12.1% 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Engineering 
(1995/1996) 6.3% 
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Employment: 
2006 Female Labor Force Participation Rate: 14% 
Wage Equality for Similar Work (Ratio of women's wage to men's wage) , N/A 
Enterprise-Level Policies to Combat and Prevent Sexual Harassment N/A 
Source: Advancing Science, Serving Society (aaas) 
http://www.aaas.org/programs/intemational/wist/countries/kuwait.shtml 
Primary school enrollment stands at a high 90% for girls and at 79% for 
secondary school. Gender equality index in 1995-1999 reflect practically equal 
enrollment among girl and boy students at 0.99 for both primary and secondary 
schools. In I99O-I994, the ratio in tertiary school enrollment was 2.80, and in 1995-
1999 it was 2.93 showing female enrollment in universities far exceed male 
enrollment. Enrollment at the tertiary level for women remains one of the highest in 
the region at 46.2%. Despite the marked presence of women in universities, only a 
small percent chooses to study the sciences. 
Partly due to more Qatari men studying abroad than Qatari women, and also 
due in part to teaching being one of the more acceptable professions for women in 
Islamic societies such as Qatar, the women outnumber the men approximately three 
to one at the university. From the early 1980s to the 1990s the student population at 
the university nearly doubled, from 3.500 students in 1982-1983, to 6,873 students in 
I992-I993. The following data show the number of students and their areas of study 
18 
at the University of Qatar as of 1992-1993: 
• There were 2,010 first-year students with no declared major, including 510 
men and 1,500 women. 
• There were 278 men and 1,786 women majoring in education. 
• There were 209 men and 728 women majoring in humanities. 
18 http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1247/Qatar-HIGHER-EDUCATION.html 
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• There were 243 men and 425 women majoring in science. 
• There were 55 men and 404 women majoring in Shari'a (Rehgious Studies). 
• There were 294 men and l65 women majoring in administration. 
• There were 276 men and no women majoring in engineering. 
• In all majors, there was a total of 1,865 nien and 5,008 women enrolled, for a 
total of 6,873 students. 
The country's educational system is segregated by gender. The University of 
Qatar has separate campuses for women and men. However, this is not the case of 
the education city. In 2002, women comprised 73 percent of the student population 
at the University of Qatar. The government has recently permitted branches of 
foreign universities to open in Qatar to provide modern education for both men and 
women. 
Access to Foreign Universities 
Qatar's Education City, a 2,500-acre, well-guarded compound is perhaps the 
world's most diverse campus. It represents the next step in women empowerment. 
Their men and women study together. The campus hosts Carnegie Mellon 
University, the Georgetown School of Foreign Service, Texas A&M University, 
Virginia Commonwealth University School for the Arts and Weill Cornell Medical 
Center, which offers the first and only American medical degree outside of the 
United States. Aided by technology such as online libraries, distance learning and 
streaming video, U.S. universities offer — and charge tuition for — a combination 
of live and digital education that is supposedly indistinguishable in quality from that 
received on the home campuses. 
The exportation of U.S. education could bring tremendous educational 
opportunities to women who unlike men do not prefer to study abroad. But no one 
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is precisely sure how this bold experiment will turn out. Education City is the 
brainchild of the Qatari royal family, the Al-Thanis, who has spent billions building 
Education City, traveling the globe courting top universities and companies. Rather 
than start an educational system from scratch, he decided to recruit the best of the 
best in higher education. The first university to arrive in 1998 was VCU's School for 
the Arts, followed by Weill Cornell Medical School in 2002; Texas A&M 
University's engineering program in 2003; Carnegie Mellon's business 
administration program in 2004; and Georgetown University School for Foreign 
19 
Service in 2005. 
As part of the deal with American universities, the Qatari royal family is footing 
20 
the entire bill, from constructing architecturally stunning lecture halls to paying 
professors' travel, housing and salaries. The vast experiment is in its embryonic 
stages. According to some reports, the Al-Thanis are currently in talks with a U.S. 
postgraduate business school and a U.S. journalism school. An $8 billion teaching 
hospital, expected to be the region's best, is also under construction, to be opened in 
19 For a detailed account of the Education City see, Christina Asquith, "Accepted into Education City" 
pubUshed in www.diverseeducation.coni, Jun 1, 2006 available at: 
http://www.diverseeducation.com/artm an/publish/article_5931shtml 
Most U.S. universities won't reveal their financial arrangement with Qatar, except to say, somewhat 
defensively, that it was not the main motivation for their presence. In a 2001 press release, Cornell estimated 
its operating costs at $750 million for the first 10 years, which the Qatar Foundation covers. Typically, the 
foundation also gives universities a "gift" of between $10 and $50 million. According to the Raleigh News & 
Observer, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill rejected an offer in 2002 to bring a business 
school to Qatar after the royal family offered only $10 million. The school had reportedly sought a $35 
million gift in addition to ojjerating costs. Currently, tuition in Qatar is the same as the U.S. campuses 
(upwards of $30,000 a year for Georgetown). Students pay that tuition to the Qatar Foundation, which in 
turn pays an undisclosed fee to the universities. 
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2010. As of June 2006 there were more than 450 students enrolled, and the 
21 
population was expected to grow between 7,000 and 10,000. 
It is too early to say what will eventually come out of this wholesale import of 
American education system but one this is clear, that unlike many of its neighbour, 
Qatar is investing heavily in a resource that will outlast petrochemicals: intellectual 
wealth. Many Qataris object to importing foreign universities, but it is the best 
option for Qatari women who cannot go abroad to study. 
Women's education and Training 
Education and development are closely linked. The development of national 
human resources is the top priority, along with equal educational opportunity for 
persons of both sexes. This shows how successful Qatar has been in achieving 
23 
educational objectives. It is illustrative to quote at length from the 2004 Report that 
lists the following indicators. 
• "Declining illiteracy rates among adult women, from 19-1 per cent in 1997 to 
13.5 per cent in 2001. The corresponding rates for men were 15.8 per cent in 
1997 and 10.4 per cent in 2001. These figures show that illiteracy has 
declined to approximately the same extent in the case of both men and 
women. This situation indicates that Qatar's literacy effort is characterized by 
equality, especially in view of the fact that illiteracy rates for the younger age 
21 Christina Asquith, "Accepted into Education City" published in www.diverseeducation.coni, Jun 1, 2006 
available at: 
http://www.diverseeducation.com/artman/publish/article_5931-shtml 
22 Tapping new wells: Qatar's education revolution 
http://www.scidev.net/en/features/tapping-new-wells-qatars-education-revolution.html 
23 QATAR: Reply by the State of Qatar to the Questionnaire to Governments on Implementation of the 
Beijing Platform for Action (1995) and the Outcome of the Twenty-third Special Session of the General 
Assembly (2000) Supreme Council for Family Affairs, 2004 
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• 
groups are closely similar. Disparities between men and women are observed 
only among the older age groups, in which illiteracy rates for women may be 
20 to 30 per cent higher than for men, increasing progressively with age; 
86.5 per cent of Qatari women were able to read in 2001, up from 80.9 per 
cent in 1997.The corresponding figures for men were 89.6 per cent in 2001 
and 84.2 per cent in 1997; 
• In I996-I997, 96 Qatari girls attended lower primary school for every 100 
boys who did so, while the corresponding figures for 2000-2001 were 95 girls 
for every 100 boys.While this is a very small disparity, further effort is needed 
in order to close the gender gap and eliminate it completely; 
• In 2000-2001, 97 girls attended higher primary school for every 100 boys, 
whUe 98 girls attended secondary school in that year for every 100 boys who 
did so; 
• In 1996-1997, there were 6191 women students attending university in Qatar, 
while the corresponding figure for 2000-2001 was 5685. There was a 
noteworthy increase in the numbers of women students attending specialized 
colleges during that period; 
• The numbers of Qatari women graduating from university increased by 34.7 
per cent during the period 1996-1997 - 2000-2001; 
• Women accounted for 71 per cent of all university graduates in 1996-1997, 
and for 72 per cent of the total in 2000-2001; 
• Ministry of Education data indicate that there is a small disparity between 
numbers of boys' schools and number of girls' schools: in 1997 Qatar had 
100 schools for girls and 105 schools for boys, while in 2001 the figures were 
99 girls' schools and 102 boys' schools. Specialized schools are for boys only, 
except the school of nursing. Girls' and boys' schools are equal in terms of 
computer equipment, with girls' schools boasting 2074 computers, compared 
to 1784 for hoys' schools. Girls' schools have a total of 1378 classrooms, 
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compared to 1300 for boys' schools. Average class size is 28 pupils in the case 
of girls' schools and 27.5 in the case of boys' schools. Girls' schools have an 
average of 359 pupils each, while the corresponding figure for boys' schools is 
332". 
Despite Qatar's achievements in the field of education, women continue to be 
confronted with a number of challenges though: 
• There is little choice for them when it comes to choosing a discipline. It is 
noteworthy that most women students, especially in specialized and higher 
education, enroll in the theoretical sciences. Specialized secondary schools 
and engineering and law at the University of Qatar are not open to them. As 
a result women graduates have the same set of skills, and this makes it 
difficult for them to find suitable employment; 
• Men and women are not equal in terms of opportunities for scientific study 
abroad. The numbers of women students sent to study outside the country 
have increased: 33 per cent of all such students were women in 1997, while 
by 2001 the figure had grown to 37 per cent. However, male students still 
enjoy a greater range of opportunity for study abroad than their female 
counterparts. This situation does not indicate an official policy. It is more 
because of the cultural norm and also because of their limited freedom to 
travel, even for study or professional reasons. 
Qatar University is facing its own gender issues: three-quarters of students are 
women. The other private universities have a female population of above 50 per 
24 
cent. 
The statistics provided by a 2006 World Bank Report on Qatar's education and 
a study by the local Qatari Planning Council, show that not only do women 
24 Barbara Bibbo, "Qatari women find key to greater emancipation", Gulf News March 24, 2007, available 
at: http ://archive.gulfhews.com/articles/07/03/24/101 i3205.html 
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represent the majority of students, but also that they are considered more reUable by 
the job market. 
The World Bank Report said that for every Qatari man aged 25 and graduating 
from university, there are two women graduates of the same age. According to the 
Planning Council, the school dropout rate of males in Qatar is double that of 
women. The table below indicates the overall progress of the women folk during 
1997-2001: 
Educational Progress: At a Glance 
Education indicators 
Prevalence of illiteracy 
Possession of reading and writing skills 
Lower primary school attendance rate 
Higher Primary school attendance rate 
Secondary school attendance rate 
Women graduates as a percentage of all 
graduates 
Number of girls' and boys' three levels: 
(a) Lower primary level 
(b) Higher primary level 
(c) Secondary level 
(d) Specialized schools 
Total 
Women exchange students sent to study 
abroad 
1997 
Females 
19.1% 
80.9% 
107 
99 
102 
7 1 % 
52 
26 
22 
-
100 
33% 
Males 
15.8% 
84.2% 
106 
103 
90 
29% 
59 
29 
19 
3 
105 
67% 
2001 
Females 
13.5% 
86.5% 
104 
93 
92 
72% 
48 
27 
24 
-
99 
37% 
Males 
10.4% 
89.6% 
101 
89 
76 
28% 
54 
23 
18 
5 
102 
63% 
(Source: State of Qatar, Supreme Council of Family Afiair8,Planning Coimdl Report entitled Women and 
Men in the State of Qatar, A Statistical Portrait, 2004 & State of Qatar 2003 Sutistical Yearbook) 
25 Quoted in Barbara Bibbo, "Qatari women find key to greater emancipation", Gulf News March 24, 2007 
26 Ibid 
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The story of the University of Qatar under the female leadership of Dr. Sheikha 
27 
Abdulla al-Misnad is again the story of successful and assertive women leadership. 
Dr. Shaikha al-Misnad became President of Qatar University (established 1977) in 
August 2003, an event making headlines in the Persian Gulf media since she was the 
first woman to head a national university in the Gulf Few people had any idea she 
would change so much at the university in such a short period of time. She made 
the university more functional and created an instrument that would support the 
speedy pace of economic, social and educational development in Qatar. 
When Dr. al-Misnad was appointed President of the University, the institution 
was notoriously dysfunctional. All registered students were virtually assured of 
obtaining a degree after a few years, even if they did not attend classes regularly. 
Students who failed tests were rare and cheating on exams was common. Qatari 
faculty were exempt from any evaluation or scrutiny and were appointed for life 
while foreign professors, comprising some seventy percent of the faculty, were 
appointed with contracts renewable every one or two years; they were rarely kept on 
for more than four or five years, leading to considerable turnover and instability. 
The fear and sense of insecurity among foreign professors as they faced yearly 
contract reviews and possible termination without any explanation, made for low 
faculty morale and opened a window for pressure on grades. 
After a year in office, the new President shocked everyone in Qatar when she 
expelled some 700 students (out of a total of 10,500) from the university. She then 
retired or fired some 800 employees who were underperforming, doing little work or 
27 Dr. al-Misnad is also a close advisor of Moza bint Nasir al-Misnad, wife of the ruler of Qatar, Shaikh 
Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani, also a trendsetter in the Persian Gulf. Dr. Sheikha and Princess Moza are also 
related; Dr. Shaikha is Moza's aunt. Dr. al-Misnad has published extensively in the field of education in 
Qatar and sits on the boards of several institutions of education in Qatar and the GCC. She has also 
obtained honorary degrees from abroad. 
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were otherwise unnecessary. In addition, Dr. al-Misnad reduced the retirement age 
for Qatari professors from 65 to 60, with the effect of putting some tens of older 
Qatari professors on retirement. Her actions were considered so radical that she was 
called before the country's Shura Council- an appointed advisory body that plays the 
role of a parliament- to explain her actions in a session that lasted several hours. In 
the end, the Shura Council could do little to change her course, mainly because she 
was supported in her reform efforts by Princess Moza, and the Amir himself. 
Dr. al-Misnad's vision of the University of Qatar is to make it a model for 
universities in the region, especially those in the six countries comprising the Gulf 
Cooperation Council. In her own words: 
The University of Qatar, as a national university, should be an important 
engine for developing Qatari society.... Our university should be a source of 
experience in Qatar when it comes to scientific research and preparing students 
for the challenges of Qatar society....We are trying to make students think and 
analyze instead of making them memorize descriptive information ... the 
students must know English in addition to the Arabic language.... They must 
know the history of their country and they should know that they are living in 
a society based on the exploitation and export of oil and gas. They should also 
know the impact of changes taking place in the Middle East and the Gulf... 
We are trying to change the University of Qatar from a traditional university to 
28 
one based on international standards. 
These university reforms should be understood within the framework of the 
reform of the entire educational system in Qatar. Since 1998, Princess Moza bint 
Nasir al-Misnad has made the issue of educational reform in Qatar her central 
objective. She has been the driving force behind the establishment of Education 
City, officially inaugurated in 2003. As stated earlier this complex hosts branches of 
a number of foreign universities (mainly American but including other Western 
28 In an interview given to Dr. Louay Bahiy in Nov 2007 published in 
http://www.mideasti.org/encounter/reform-university-qatar-profile-female-leadership 
134 
institutions) including Cornell Medical School, Carnegie Mellon University, Texas A 
and M, and the Georgetown School of Foreign Service, among others. There has 
also been substantial reform below the university level in grades K-12, including 
changes to the way teachers are trained; teaching methods in the classroom; reform 
of administration, and a reshaping of the curriculum. 
Women in Economic Sphere 
The unemployment rate among Qatari women may appear alarmingly high, but 
this has nothing to do with their empowerment as it basically a cultural issue and 
not only economic. Between the years 1973 and 2002, Qatar University produced 
more than 69 percent women graduates. Despite this, the rate of unemployment 
among Qatari females is considerably high. The rate of female employment was just 
30.3 percent during 2004, dominating in education and health sectors and remaining 
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marginal in other sectors. 
While women have few legal restrictions on their right to choose a profession, 
in practice, cultural and family pressures have led the majority of employed women 
to work in the fields of education and health care. Nearly 100 percent of employed 
women are concentrated in the service sector. The diversity of career opportunities is 
expanding nonetheless. In 2003, Qatar graduated some 100 female police cadets and 
began to move toward creating the country's first female soccer team. Whether a 
woman can become a judge or an ambassador, however, is up to the emir, who 
makes appointments to such posts. Women filled only 4.7 percent of administration 
and senior management positions in 2001. 
Qatar's newest labor law (Law No. 14 of 2004) is intended to provide for 
equality between men and women in rights arising from work relations. However, 
29 See Dr.Laila Dhiab's paper on labour startegy as quoted in http.7/www.onlineqatar.com/jobs/136-High-
rate-of-unemployment-among-Qatari-women,-reveal-expert.htm 
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the law is ambiguous. Article 93 grants women the same wages as men for similar 
work, as well as the same training and promotion opportunities. Article 94, on the 
other hand, bans women from work that is "hard, hazardous, unsafe or morally 
harmfiol, or of other nature to be defined by Ministerial decision." It is still too early 
to predict the future implications this new law. 
Qatari women do not always receive equal employment benefits to cover 
transportation and housing, but gender-specific protections in the workplace are 
generous. The government (which employs the majority of women in the workforce) 
provides working hours that allow most mothers to be home after school if they 
desire. Most Qatari households employ a domestic worker who provides childcare 
along with many other household services. 
In January 2005, the Planning Council of Qatar asked the World Bank to assist 
it in the initial formulation of a national labor market strategy. The objective of the 
LMS report was to examine the labor market processes and outcomes with special 
emphasis on Qatari nationals and offer recommendations in view of Qatar's drive 
for a more efficient public sector and more diversified economy as well as greater 
and more rewarding participation of Qataris in the labor market, a process generally 
30 
termed as Qatarization. Some of the conclusions of Professor Zafiris Tsannatos, the 
Word Bank Economist who authored the report were the following: 
• The report observed that the Qatari population is not large enough to 
support the economy created by the oil and energy sectors. Between 
1997 and 2004 the annual population growth rate of Qataris has been 2.2 
percent compared to 6.5 percent for non-Qataris. 
30 Professor Zafiris Tsannatos, LABOR MARKET STRATEGY (LMS) REPORT, December 2005 
Available at: http://www.qatarvision2025.info/lmsreport.html 
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• The share of the Qatari labor force in the private sector has been 
decreasing over time — from 10 percent in 1986 to 4 percent in 2004. The 
same is true for Qataris found in entrepreneurial jobs (such as employers 
or self- employed) whose share decUned from 6 percent in 1986 to 2 
percent in 2004. As a result, the share of Qataris in dependent 
employment (employees) increased from 93 percent in 1986 to 98 
percent in 2004. 
• If the current employment trends continue, future large scale 
investments will have little primary employment impact on 
Qataris, These investments are concentrated in sectors where Qataris do 
not work or are in jobs which Qataris cannot readily compete (for 
example, for lack of education, skills or experience) with expatriate 
workers. 
• The Qatari males are not educated to replace non-Qataris. The 
enrolment rates of Qatari men in secondary education are already lower 
than those of Qatari women; the examination pass rates and progression 
rates form one education level to another are also lower for men; there 
are nearly three female university students for each male student at Qatar 
University; by the age of 25 years Qatari males have already lost nearly 
6,000 education years compared to Qatari females; and there are (in 
2004) nearly 1200 fewer Qatari male workers with university education 
than Qatari women. 
• Unemployment affects primarily less educated Qatari men and more 
educated Qatari women. 
According to Dr. Laila Dhiab, in case of women, education is not associated to 
employment opportunities, as families pressurize them to opt for easier subjects such 
as the Islamic studies, social sciences and humanities. Although things are changing 
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fast, families are still hesitant to send women overseas for pursuing their education. 
As already printed out foreign universities have set up their campuses here, but, 
parents are still reluctant to send their daughters to co-educational institutions. 
Most Qatari businesswomen prefer to take a plunge into real estate businesses 
which are considered safe ventures, however, there are others who do not hesitate to 
get engaged in the high-risk world of stock trading. As of March 2008, some 1,400 
Qatari businesswomen are registered with the Qatar Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (QCCI), representative body of the private sector, but there are many who 
32 
are not registered with the Chamber. The number of Qatari women entrepreneurs 
was much less a few years ago but with women having increasing access to 
education and freedom, the scenario is changing. 
According to a 2004 Report prepared by the Supreme Council for Family 
Affairs, participation by women in the labour force has grown in recent years, 
although women's contributions to the economy are still predominantly invisible 
and unrecognized, since the work they do is largely unpaid work. The labour force 
participation rate among Qataris in the 15-andover age group was 74.3 per cent in 
1997 and 74 per cent in 2001. The corresponding figures for women were 35-2 per 
cent and 37.6 per cent respectively during that same period, indicating that a 
growing percentage of women are holding jobs. The figures include both Qatari 
women and non-Qatari women. For the former, the labour force participation rate 
was 22.3 per cent in 1997 and had risen to 27.5 per cent by 2001, a substantial 
increase indicating that Qatari women are becoming more receptive to the idea of 
31 Ibid. 
32 http://www.zawya.com/marketing.cfm?zp&p=/story.cfm/sidZAWYA20080312032048?cc 
33 QATAR: Reply by the State of C^tar to the Questionnaire to Governments on Implementation of the 
Beijing Platform for Action (1995) and the Outcome of the Twenty-third Special Session of the General 
Assembly (2000) Supreme Council for Family Affairs, 2004 
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entering the job market. The data show a corresponding decUne in the percentage of 
Qatari women who were not economically active, from 64.7 per cent in 1997 to 62.4 
per cent in 2001. 
However, the data indicate a decline in participation by women in the senior 
management and administration category in 2001, with 4.7 per cent of posts in that 
category being held by women, down from 6.6 per cent in 1997. The number has 
increased again more recently. 
Despite these gains, statistical indicators reveal a number of challenges in the 
area of women's labor force participation. These include: 
• Low economic participation rates, in spite of the increase noted above. 
Women accounted for only 11.6 per cent of all economically active persons 
(men and women) in 2001, up only slightly from 1997, when women 
accounted for 10.3 per cent of the total. In brief, economic participation by 
women remains very limited; 
• Women are concentrated in the service sector: nearly 100 per cent of them 
have jobs in that sector, very few in other economic sectors, especially 
industry and business and finance; 
• Women mainly opt for a small number of occupations, mainly teaching and 
clerical work. In 2001, 56 per cent of employed women were schoolteachers 
and 26 per cent clerical workers, mainly in government agencies, while they 
were nearly absent from other employment categories. This concentration in 
particular occupational fields is the result of the fact that women tend to have 
similar skills and qualifications; and also a natural taste for that kind of job. 
• Women are not so visible in investment activities, and there are no 
mechanisms to support those who might be interested in investing or provide 
them with incentives. There is a need for greater investment awareness 
among women, especially in view of the fact that many of them have 
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substantial savings at their disposal. At present they do not know how to 
invest their money and are not familiar with sound investment practices. 
Qatar is endeavoring to provide an appropriate climate for greater economic 
participation by women by, among other things, enacting legislation to protect the 
rights of working women. 
Here a brief account of some major steps taken by the establishment is given to 
show how far reaching their impact may be on the future of women in the country: 
• Enactment of Law No.l of 2001, the Civil Service Act (which deals with 
government employees) and Council of Ministers Order No. 13 of 2001, 
implementing regulations for that Act. The Law provides that men and 
women are equal in rights and duties, and also grants women additional 
rights, such as maternity leave for a period of two months with full pay. In 
addition, a woman is entitled to nursing breaks totalling two hours for a 
period of one year following the end of her maternity leave. Furthermore, a 
Qatari woman employee is allowed leave to care for her children after she has 
been in government employment for four years. 
• Enactment of the Law on Retirement and Pensions, which is designed to 
ensure that the retired person and his or her family can lead a life of dignity. 
The law makes provision for benefits for the family of a retired government 
employee in the event of his death, and where the widow has employment 
income, she may combine her own earnings, her pension entitlement from 
her late husband, and child benefit payments under the latter's pension. 
Other categories of women are also entitled to benefits: a sister, for example, 
is entitled to benefits under her deceased brother's pension, and a 
granddaughter is entitled to benefits under her deceased grandfather's 
pension. 
• Enactment of the new Labor Law (Law No. 14 of 2004), replacing Law No. 3 
of 1962, which had been in force for over 40 years. The new law is consistent 
with modern labour laws in that it is designed to build working relations 
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characterized by balance between the parties to the productive process, who 
represent a broad stratum of society. The law provides for equality between 
men and women in rights arising from working relations, including pay, 
opportunities for training, promotion and the like, and it safeguards working 
women's rights in these matters. 
Women in Qataii Labour Force 
Economic indicators 
Labour force participation rate (15 
and over age group), men and 
women 
Economically inactive population 
(15 and over age group, men and 
women 
Percentage sliare of leadership 
posts held by women 
Number of women employed in 
the media sector 
1. Radio and television 
2. News papers and magazines 
1997 
Females 
77yers 
35.2% 
64.7% 
6.6% 
99(1998) 
48 (1998) 
Males 
73-6 years 
91.0% 
9.6% 
93.3% 
1463 
(1998) 
620 (1998) 
2001 
Females 
45 years 
37.6% 
62.4% 
4.7% 
170 (2002) 
50 (2002) 
Males 
73 years 
90.2% 
9.8% 
95.3% 
1360 
(2002) 
644 (2002) 
(Source: State of Qatar, Supreme Council of Famity A5iairs,Planning Council Report entitled Women and 
Men in the State of Qatar, A Statistical Portrait, 2004 & State of Qatar 2003 Statistical Yeaihook) 
As the privatization policy has taken hold and many new corporate ventures 
have been founded and shares offered to the general public, many women have 
begun to invest their savings by buying stock and participating in Qatar's 
commercial paper market. 
A number of mechanisms have been established in recent years to support 
participation by women in this sector, including the Women's Investment Company 
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of Qatar and the Businesswomen's Club, which is a branch of the Qatar Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry. Unfortunately, there are not yet enough of these 
mechanisms. A study currently under way is investigating the desirability of 
founding a new mechanism aimed at other groups of women, such as retired women 
and women who possess moderate amounts of capital. 
Women work in both print and broadcast media in Qatar, employed as 
journahsts, reporters, broadcasters, and producers. However, women have only 
recently gained access to jobs in the media, and their numbers in the field are 
modest. In 2002, the sector employed 279 Qatari women. Qatar University has 
estabhshed the Project for the Development of Media Training for Women in 
conjunction with UNESCO. Among the obstacles to women's participation in the 
media are the social customs that restrict women's work to a narrow field of careers. 
The media tend to portray women in stereotypical roles. There is also little coverage, 
particularly on international networks such as Al-Jazeera, of the problems of and 
restrictions on women's lives. 
The Qatari Businesswomen Forum (QBF) had lately laimched a programme to 
help women start off their own small businesses. This would ensure that more and 
more local women can easily take to entrepreneurship. Until QBE came into 
existence recently there was no platform available to encourage Qatari women to 
enter businesses. 
Women in Politics 
Political life in Qatar has just started evolving. The Basic Law of Qatar (1970) 
institutionalized local customs rooted in Qatar's conservative tribal heritage, 
granting the Emir pre-eminent power. Continuing traditions of consultation, rule by 
34 Ibid. 
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consensus, and the citizen's right to appeal personally to the Emir all influence the 
Emir's role. The Emir, while directly accountable to no one, cannot violate the 
Shari'a (Islamic law) and, in practice, must consider the opinions of leading notables 
and of the religious establishment. The Advisory Council, an appointed body that 
assists the Emir in formulating policy, has institutionalized the position of such 
influential groups. Qatar has no electoral system, and imposes a ban on political 
parties. 
The right to peaceful assembly, for both men and women, is severely restricted 
in Qatar. Public demonstrations and political parties are banned. The government 
typically asserts that parties and demonstrations are not needed, as there is no 
political opposition. Political groups in civil society are not permitted to function 
openly; the government is selective in granting authorization and often disqualifies 
civil society groups that it deems overly political. 
WhUe formal censorship was lifted in 1995 and the Information Ministry 
abolished, considerable self-censorship is still exercised by reporters and editors. 
Local media, while critical of events outside the country, rarely tackle political, 
domestic, or women's issues. Most broadcast media are government-owned and 
reflect the official position. Al-Jazeera satellite television, a private station heavily 
reliant on Qatari government subsidies, is vocal and critical in its coverage of the 
United States and other Arab states but practices considerable self-censorship when 
covering Qatari news. Al-Jazeera airs a number of programs on women's rights and 
women's global equality issues, in addition to covering the issues of displaced and 
refugee women, but the station does not highlight the domestic problems of Qatar's 
women migrant workers. Domestic politics and policy are usually avoided or 
presented in a positive light. 
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The constitution grants women the right to participate in competitive and 
democratic elections with full and equal suffrage. However, Qataris are at present 
restricted to electing municipal council members who can act only on a very narrow 
range of concerns. In 1999> the emir granted women suffrage by decree. Six women 
competed as independent candidates in the municipal elections of 1999> but none 
was elected. One female candidate, Muza al-Malki, speculated that female candidates 
had lost because they didn't win the women's vote, claiming that 80 percent of their 
votes came from men. In April 2003, the first woman was elected to public office as 
a member of the 29-member municipal council. No other elections have been held. 
Women are not represented in the judiciary; no woman was granted a license to 
practice law until the year 2000. Most of Qatar's lawyers have been educated abroad; 
students seeking a degree in Western law must attend a university in another state. 
However, the Faculty of Shari'a Law and Islamic Studies at the University of Qatar 
now offers an undergraduate degree in Islamic law. 
In April 2003 the country went to a referendum on a proposed constitution that 
was supposed to make the country more democratic while keeping power in the 
hands of the emir. The constitution were to create a parliament in which a majority 
of seats would be elected. As promised women would have the right to serve in the 
35 
parliament, which could propose and pass laws. The emir would have final say on 
whether legislation went into effect. 
In May 2003, the emir appointed a woman to his cabinet. They claimed the 
appointment of Sheikha bint Ahmed al-Mahmoud as education minister was to 
of. 
promote women's rights in the country. In July 2008, another woman, a member 
35 
http.7/queiy.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.htmI?res=9A0CE2D8l03DF93AAl5757C0A9659C8B63&sec=&spon 
36http://query.nytiines.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=980DE5D6lE3CF934A35756C0A9659C8B63 
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•ay 
of the royal family was given the post of minister. Her appointment increased the 
number of women ministers to two. 
The proportion of leadership positions held by women in various sectors is 
expected to increase in the next few years, especially in view of the fact that Qatari 
women have taken to earning scientific diplomas and joining the labour market, not 
only in traditional professions but in many other economic fields as well. 
Furthermore, society is increasingly able to integrate gender issues into both official 
and unofficial categories of economic activity. Participation in elected assemblies is 
still a novelty in Qatar, both for women and for men: both women and men were 
granted the franchise and allowed to stand as candidates for the first time in the 
country's history at the elections for the first Central Municipal Council in 1999, 
under Law No. 12 of 1998 regulating the Central Municipal Council, and the Emir's 
Decree No. 17 of 1998, on the system for electing members of the Council. Women 
took part in those elections both as candidates and as voters: there were six women 
candidates, although none of them was elected. 
At the elections for the second Central Municipal Council, which were held in 
April 2003, one woman candidate was elected and took her seat as a member of the 
Council. 
It is noteworthy that now women hold leadership posts in many non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), including the posts of Chair of the Board of 
Directors of the Social Development Centre, the Qatari Red Crescent Society, the 
Qatari Centre for Voluntary Work, the Family Consultation Centre and the 
Mothers' and Children's Cultural Centre. 
The president of the University of Qatar and the dean of the Faculty of Shari'a 
Law and Islamic Studies are also women. Nevertheless, the representation of Qatari 
37 http://www.arabianbusiness.com/5235i2-new-qatar-cabinet-names-woman 
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women in government remains thin, with nearly all important decision-making 
positions restricted to men. Women have the right to participate in local politics, 
and a number have run for local office. While there is no national parliament, the 
new constitution calls for a consultative Shura Council, with two-thirds of the 
membership to be elected. 
Access to the Internet has provided women with a new and broad source of 
information. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has set up a technology information 
center, which includes a women's unit, and in Doha, Internet cafes exist exclusively 
for women. At one time, QjTel, an Internet provider, had 10,000 subscribers, 30 
no 
percent of whom were believed to be female. 
Women in Social and Cultural Spheres 
Qatar is a traditional society in which family life is central. For both men and 
women, little meaningful social, economic, or political life takes place outside the 
family. In the home, women retain important roles. They organize the daily routine 
and holiday family gatherings, and they play a central role in arranging marriages. 
Although it is not compulsory, most women wear the hair-covering hijab and the 
black cloak-like abaya in public. 
Qatar's health-care system covers a range of health issues, including mental and 
dental care and a complete maternity care program. Women have significant 
freedom to make independent decisions about their health. The vast majority of 
39 
women receive professional pre- and postnatal care. Employers of non-Qatari 
women, particularly domestic workers, sometimes infringe upon women's right to 
health care by restricting their freedom of movement. 
' ' Quoted in Women's Rights in Middle-East and North Africa, A Freedom House Boole, Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc. (July 28, 2005), p.251 
39 "Reply . . . to the Questionnaire to Governments . . ." (Supreme Council for Family Affairs, 2004). 
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With the permission of both parents, abortion is permitted in the first trimester 
if a physician determines that the pregnancy would cause harm to the mother's 
health or if the fetus has a serious, incurable physical or mental defect. As Qatari 
society is traditional, women take pride in raising family. 
Little research has been conducted on the problem of poverty in Qatar. 
Information on the economic, social, and cultural problems of non-Qatari women is 
also not available, partly due to the lack of independent groups to investigate these 
issues. 
Qatar's new constitution does not come into full effect until 2005. While many 
recent reforms have affected women positively, they remain unfamiliar and untested. 
Many reforms are closely associated with the activism of the emir's wife, Shaikha 
Muza, and may not survive in the absence of so high-placed and active an advocate. 
The very reforms that have provided women with important rights have come about 
not through democratic mechanisms but through decrees from the top. If the 
reforms are to endure, they must be institutionalized through democratic means, 
such as an elected national parliament that will outlive the current emir. Such a 
body, however, is more likely to favor restrictions on women's rights than the emir. 
In a society where social norms, not laws, are the source of most restrictions on 
women's lives, and where laws are often unknown, inconsistently enforced, and not 
subjected to any form of constitutional review, legal reforms alone wiU be of limited 
consequence. 
Conclusion 
The involvement of Sheikha Mouza, the wife of the Emir, has given prominence 
to the role of Qatari women and created an environment that encourages them to 
meet their social obligations and participate in public life. H.H. Sheikha Mouza 
endorses women's conferences, which discuss women's issues and recommend 
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solutions for the problems and challenges that confront women who work outside 
the home. She was one of the supporters of Qatar Foundation for Education, Science 
and Community Development, established in 1996 as a private and independent 
entity. One of the first achievements of the Foundation was the establishment of 
Qatar Academy, whose council of trustees is chaired by a leading Qatari woman 
Sheika Al-Misnad. Among other pioneering projects that emerged from the 
Foundation are the social Development Center and Virginia Commonwealth 
University (VCU)-Qatar College of Design Arts. 
Statistics show that the number of Qatari female students in the State-run 
schools for the current academic year has risen at greater rates than the number of 
male students. Working women also represent more than 50% of the total 
workforce at the Ministry of Education. Working women at Qatar University either 
as staff members or administrative personnel account for more than 50% of the total 
workforce of the University. 
The Qatari women started to make a stronger presence in this field especially 
after graduating from the Faculty of Economics and Business Administration. The 
number of Qatari females working in national and foreign banks reached 205. Banks 
support the Qatarization policy and provide work opportunities especially for the 
youths. 
The rights of the Qatari women to vote and stand as a candidate in elections has 
been secured. The percentage of women who participated in the municipal elections 
in 1998 reached 47%. Qatar Ladies Investment Company, the first of its kind in the 
whole region, was established in 1998. It is equally shared by a group of Qatari 
ladies and Qatar National Bank. 
Some Qatari female graduates specializing in history, archeology and museum 
management took on the role of tourist guides. They took over the duty of 
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explaining archeological remains and tourist attractions in Qatar and giving detailed 
account on the archeological acquisitions of the museum. A number of Qatari girls 
have joined the workforce of Doha hotels too, in a growing tendency led by Qatar 
National Hotels Company to encourage the Qatari youths to venture into this field 
and increase job opportunities for women. 
In short, the women march in Qatar's socio-political has been impressive and 
promising. Not long before, in 1986 the Qatari women represented only 10.5 per 
cent of the total workforce. Though women accounted for 49-6 per cent of the 
Qatari population. But now they constitute 30.3 per cent of the national workforce 
according to a 2004 account. The data provided by the latest Qatari census shows a 
steady increase of women's participation in the Qatari workforce from 10.5 per cent 
in 1986, to 25 per cent in 1997 and above 30 per cent in 2004. 40 
Nevertheless, women tend to join only those sectors which meet the approval of 
their families or the community. About 853 per cent of Qatari women are employed 
in the public sector and mainly in the education and health fields. In 2003 to 2004, 
66.5 per cent of students who registered at universities and 77 per cent of those who 
graduated were women. Over 69 per cent of graduates from Qatar University 
between 1973 and 2002 were women. However, the majority do not join the labour 
market, because of family opposition, household responsibilities or lack of 
opportunities. And also for many women, working does not represent an economic 
necessity and is not perceived as a tool for personal fulfillment. 
40 
Barbara Bibbo, Social mores keeping Qatari women away from job market, Gulf News, October 31. 2007, 
http://archive.g;ulfnews.com/articles/07/ll/01/10l64091.html 
' ' Ibid. 
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Country at a Glance 
Population; 3.20 million (includes 577,000 non-nationals). 
GDP Per Capita (PPP): $13,845. 
Economy: Capitalist-statist 
Polity: Traditional monarchy 
Literacy: Male 86.8% / Female 73.5% 
Percent Women Economically Active: 20.0% 
Date of Women's Suffrage: 2002 
Women's Fertility Rate: 4.1 
Percent Urban/Rural: Urban 72% / Rural 
(Source: Compiled with 2008 data from Population Reference Bureau , CIA World Fact Book) 
Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
Sultanate of Oman 
The Backgroiind 
Oman is a monarchy that has been independent since the expulsion of the 
Portuguese in I65O. Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said, who overthrew his father in a 
coup, has ruled the country by royal decree since 1970. He is the sole center of 
power; chief of state and head of government, as well as supreme commander of the 
armed forces, prime minister, and minister of defense, foreign affairs, and finance. 
Sultan Qaboos also appoints and presides over the council of ministers. 
The Basic Law, which serves as Oman's constitution, provides for a bicameral 
parliament, the Council of Oman, which comprises a 57-seat appointed upper 
chamber, the Majlis al-Dawla (State Council), and the expanded Majlis al-Shura 
(Consultative Council) as the lower chamber. The Consultative Council serves as an 
advisory body, which has no binding legislative powers and may only recommend 
changes to new laws. The 83 members of this body are elected by limited suffrage 
for four-year terms. It was only in 2003 that suflErage became universal for adult 
Omani citizens, both men and women. 
Oman has a population of 2.6 million, less than 2 million of whom are Omani 
citizens. The majority of noncitizens are foreign guest workers, chiefly from South 
Asia, Egypt, Jordan, and the Philippines, who are not afforded the same legal 
protections as citizens. Islam is the state religion, and the Basic Law establishes 
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Shari'a (Islamic law) as the source of all legislation. While 75 percent of Omanis are 
Ibadi Muslims, there are sizable minorities of Sunni and Shi'a Muslims, as well as 
small Christian and Hindu communities. 
Like other GCC countries, rights of assembly and association are extremely 
limited in Oman. Public gatherings require government permission, and political 
parties are banned by law. While the government permits the formation of 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), there are no human rights or women's 
rights NGOs. 
Women in Oman have made steady progress over the past decade. There are 
currently more women than men enrolled in higher education at the university level 
despite gender-discriminatory practices in the enrollment process. Women's rate of 
participation in the labor force is on the rise, and an estimated one-third of all civil 
servants are women. In 2000, the sultan appointed five women to the State Council, 
and this number was raised to eight in 2003. In March of 2004, Sultan Qaboos 
appointed Oman's first woman minister with a cabinet portfolio to head the 
ministry of higher education. Today there are four women minister in Oman, more 
than any other gulf countries. 
Constitutional Safeguards 
Oman's legal system is founded upon the Islamic Shari'a as interpreted by the 
Ibadi school. Civil, criminal, and commercial cases are handled by the courts of first 
instance; matters of personal status and family law fall under the jurisdiction of 
Shari'a courts. Although the Basic Law states that the judiciary is independent, it 
remains subordinate to the sultan and the ministry of justice. 
The 1996 Basic Law generally known as The White Book granted citizens 
certain civil liberties, banned discrimination, and clarified the process for royal 
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succession. According to Article 17 of the Basic Law, "All citizens are equal before 
the Law, and they are equal in public rights and duties. There shall be no 
discrimination between them on the grounds of gender, origin, colour, language, 
religion, sect, domicUe or social status." 
Although the Basic Law prohibits discrimination on the basis of gender, women 
may still undergo legal and social discrimination. Oman's Shari'a courts the way 
they interpret the Shari'a favor men in matters of personal status, and women are 
legally restricted from traveling abroad without the permission of a male relative. 
As stipulated by Article 12 of the Basic Law, "Justice, equality, and equality of 
opportunity between Omanis are the pillars of society, guaranteed by the State." 
Both men and women are free to appear before the courts and gain access to legal 
defense. While women are treated equally with men in most areas of the penal code, 
some articles are discriminatory against women due to their gender. For example, 
men receive reduced sentences based on a crime's circumstances as defined in Article 
252, which stipulates that a man who surprises his wife or a female relative 
committing adultery (in flagrante delicto) and immediately kills or injures her 
and/or her partner may be exempted from liability or be liable to a reduced penalty 
in accordance with Article 109 of this law. Article 109 of the penal code specifies 
that the penalty for such a crime should be applied as follows: "if the action is a 
felony giving rise to the capital punishment or life imprisonment it shall be reduced 
to prison for at least one year." 
There are a few NGOs are active in Oman. Work on women's issues is 
controlled by the government ministry of social development, which supports and 
funds the activities of the Oman Women's Association (OWA). The OWA, 
"The White Book: The Basic Law of the Sultanate of Oman" (Muscat: Sultanate of Oman, Ministry of 
Information, 1996), 
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established in 1970, is considered the first women's organization in Oman. It now 
has 38 chapters and an estimated membership of more than 3.000 women. The 
activities of these chapters include informational lectures on health practices, 
kindergarten services, handicrafts training, informal advice, and support for women 
seeking legal actions such as divorce or suffering from domestic abuse or marriage 
against their will. 
There are also a number of government-approved women's associations, some of 
which are self-funded, others that receive government financial or in-kind assistance. 
By the end of 2003, 40 nongovernmental women's associations were in operation. 
Their goals are to develop women's perceptions and raise their awareness in various 
spheres, organize charity fairs and markets, hold seminars, lectures and workshops 
etc. 
One major obstacle to the improvement of women's status in Oman is the fact 
that many women are not aware of their rights under the laws and are thus unable 
to exercise them effectively. 
Personal Freedom 
Islam is the state religion of Oman and Article 28 of the Basic Law guarantees 
freedom to practice religion as 
"The freedom to practice religious rites in accordance with recognized 
customs is guaranteed provided that it does not disrupt public order 
or conflict v^ dth accepted standards of behavior." 
Oman is, overall, a religiously tolerant society. While non-Muslim residents are 
able to practice their religious rites freely, they are required to register Mdth the 
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government and may not proselytize or publish religious materials. An Omani 
Muslim woman is forbidden to marry a non-Muslim man, but Omani Muslim men 
are free to marry outside the religion. 
Omani laws do not prohibit women from traveling abroad. But women's 
freedom of movement is restricted as the law requires them to have the permission 
of a male family member, such as a husband or father, in order to travel outside the 
country. 
Oman's personal status law tends to favor the rights of men over the rights of 
women in marriage, divorce, inheritance, and child custody. However, the 
interpretation of the family law by Oman's individual judges may vary. Both Omani 
men and Omani women are required to seek the permission of the state in order to 
marry non-citizens. Secret marriages that are not recognized by the state are also 
performed sometime. But marriages without government permission is always 
problematic and sometime the spouse is prevented from entering the country or a 
child from that marriage is refused citizenship. However, in general, Omani women 
have the right to choose their husbands and are free to accept or refuse a marriage 
partner suggested by their family. 
Govt, has made arrangements to provide legal help to victims of domestic 
violence, most women however do not report such cases. Doctors do not have a 
legal responsibility to report spousal abuse to the police, and battered women often 
International Religious Freedom Report - 2003: Oman (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of State, 18 
December 2003). 
"Gender-Oman" (Beirut: UNDP Programme on Governance in the Arab Region [POGAR]), 
http://\vww.pogar.org/countries/gender.asp?cid=13. 
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prefer to seek assistance and protection from their families rather than from the 
police or the courts. 
In Oman, independent women organization is not the norm. There is an 
ambiguity whether such organizations can be formed. While the Basic Law grants 
citizens freedom of association in Article 33) it stipulates that the associations must 
have "legitimate objectives" that do not conflict with the aims of the Basic Law. The 
ambiguity of this article prevents the formation of any significant opposition groups 
that could pose a challenge to the regime in power. However, the government has 
been promoting gender awareness through its support and funding of the Omani 
Women's Association, which provides informal counseling for women with divorce-
related problems and for those who might be forced to marry against their will. 
Post-oil Women and their Social Participation 
Oman is one of the Muslim and Arab countries where the status of women has 
improved considerably during the last few decades. This improvement is very much 
due to the progress the female population has achieved during one generation in the 
field of education. It is interesting to note that nearly 49% of all students were girls 
in 2001—2002, around 54% of teachers were female, women held a good proportion 
in the Ministry of Education, and surpass men in number in literacy classes. 
Number of schools and enrolment by gender, 1980-1981,1995-1996, 2001, 2003 
Year 
1980/1981 
1995/1996 
2001 
2003 
No. of Schook 
373 
953 
993 
1,022 
No. of Students 
106,032 
488,797 
554,845 
576,472 
No. of Girls 
35,190 
236,331 
270,344 
279.180 
Proportion of Girls (%) 
33 
48 
49 
48 
Soxirce: Ministry of Education 
' Ibid. 
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The growing visibility and active involvement of w^omen in the education sector 
has spread to other areas of public life including the political arena. Inclusion of 
w^omen in the consultative assembly that was created in 198I and replaced in 1991 
by the Majlisal-Shoura, had a far-reaching impact. Women were nominated as 
candidates for the first time in 1994 and two women were subsequently appointed to 
the Majlisal-Shoura that year. 
As of June 2008, four women were serving as government ministers and several 
Ministries benefit from the service of women undersecretaries. A report published in 
2001 provides the follov^dng data: 
• In 1980, the number of women in the public sector was 1,364 which rose to 
18,641 in 2000 (nearly 19% of all people working in the government). In the 
private sector, the number of women employees increased from 2,840 in 1994 
to 10,084 in 2000. 
• In primary and secondary education the percentage of female students 
increased from 12.7% in 1971-1972 to 48.7% in 1999-2000. In various 
higher education institutions, the share of women varied between 25% 
(Sharia and law) and 59% (health sciences). 
In 1999—2000, there were four female under-secretaries in the following 
Ministries: education, higher education, national economy and social 
development. There was one female ambassador (to the Netherlands). There 
^^ r 1 members of the municipal council among other important 
positions that were assigned to women. 
5 
as quoted in Shapour Rassekh, Education as a Motor for Development, Recent education reforms in Oman 
with particular reference to the status of women and girls International Bureau of Education, published in 
2004 
Ministry of Social Development, 2001 
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• There were 1,825 individual enterprises (without associates) belonging to 
women; the number of women in societies or companies with several 
associates was around 1,995-
The Omani Women's Association (OWA), which originally began in Muscat in 
1970 and then expanded at the beginning of the 1980s to at least twenty-seven 
localities, has an active role in the country's social development. OWA recruits 
women for voluntary work in areas such as running workshops and training courses, 
7 
lectures, seminars and exhibitions. At the end of 2002, O W A had 3,592 members 
and thirty-eight branches have been opened in most of the provincial entities 
(wilayats). Twelve Women Training Centers have been set up with the help of 
government or local institutions to improve the productivity of Omani families and 
also to preserve the country's heritage. In 2001, nearly 4,000 women attended these 
8 
trammg centers. 
Like other G C C countries, education has played key role in improving the 
q 
conditions of women. Opening the third term of the Council of Oman on 21 
October 2003, Sultan Qaboos declared the following: 
In urging young Omanis to make use of the available educational, training and 
job opportunities, we should like every one to understand that our repeated 
calls for attention to be given to human resources — to education, training and 
employment — reflect the importance we attach to this vital issue, an issue 
7 
Ministry of Information, 2003 
A number of OWA publications exist in Arabic such as annual reports or national strategy for the 
advancement of Oman women. 
Oman has two councils: a state council appointed by the Sultan as the upper chamber and a consultative 
council or Majlis-ash-Shura, which plays a purely advisory role reviewing proposed legislation and 
submitting suggestions and proposal to members, therefore having no formal legislative power. With the 
permission of H.M.Sultan Qaboos bin Said, native bom citizens voted for the first time in the election of 
council members in October 2003. 
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which we regard as the cornerstone of the future and the main stimulus 
enabling us to reach our goals. 
Omani Women realized quite easily the importance of education institutions. 
Today, their participation in higher education is very impressive. The numbers of 
registered female students at the Sultan Qaboos University has been rising steadily 
over the years with overall female registration exceeding male for six years from 
1992 to 1997 (Sultan Qaboos University, 2003b). Of the total registered students at 
the University in 2002/2003, there were 5888 females compared to 5946 males. A 
very small percentage of both male and female students are from other countries. 
Female students significantly outnumber males in a number of academic 
branches, including science, as indicated in the table below: 
Female Participatioii at Sultan Qaboos University 
College 
Agriculture and Marine Science 
Arts and Social Sciences 
Commerce and Economics 
Education 
Engineering 
Medicine and Health Science 
Science 
Female 
350 
1,169 
879 
1,272 
218 
395 
707 
Male 
495 
626 
1,032 
782 
1,114 
368 
652 
Total 
845 
1795 
1911 
2054 
1332 
763 
1359 
Source: Sultan Qaboos University, Annual Report 2003 
Men outnumber women in engineering, commerce and economics and 
12 
agriculture. With regard to the college of Sharia and law, the number of students 
Times of Oman, 2003, p.2 
" as quoted in Shapour Rassekh, EDUCATION AS A MOTOR FOR DEVELOPMENT: Recent Education 
Reforms in Oman with particular reference to the status of women and girls INTERNATIONAL BUREAU 
OF EDUCATION, published in 2004, Sultan Qaboos University, Annual Report 2003 
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in 2001-2002 was 527, the majority being male (368 or 70%). Since 1994, the 
number of female graduates at bachelor degree level has been consistently higher 
than males (with totals in 2002 of 613 women and 58l men). The number of 
Masters level female graduates has fluctuated since 1995 but surged from 2 in 2000 
13 
to 47 in 2002 (compared to 64 males) . 
With Omanization as state policy, women and girls are expected to acquire 
appropriate knowledge and skills. This strategy was launched in 1978 in order to 
secure employment for the growing number of young Omanis entering the labour 
market every year. Table 8 shows the distribution of the labour force in 2001—2002. 
Distribution of the Labour Force in Oman in 2001-2002 
Civil Service 
Private Sector 
Total 
Omanis g | 
63.934 
55,671 
119,605 
Bi^iatnaliei 
20,728 
497,699 
515,427 
Source: Ministry of Information, 2003 
The table shows that in the labour force, the proportion of Oman nationals is 
only 18.8%. However, the recruitment of expatriate labour is now under greater 
control. As the government encouraging locals to enter job market, prospect for 
female employment are constantly increasing. The government seeks by different 
methods to provide more jobs for nationals, including through vocational training. 
With respect to human resource development, we do not have access to detailed 
information to determine the percentage of women in technical—vocational training. 
With regard to engineering and agriculture, women have nevertheless shown considerable progress since 
in 1997—1998 there were no women in the college of engineering and the number of women in the college 
of agriculture was two out of a total of 220 students (IBE, 2003). 
Sultan Qaboos University, Annual Report 2003 
14 
Total population of Oman in 2000 was around 2.4 million, with 1,778,000 Omani nationals (74%) and 
624,000 expatriate residents (26%). 
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It seems that with the exception of secretarial and administrative work, other fields 
are not presently very attractive to women. 
As stated earlier, some educated women have attained positions of authority in 
government and business. Approximately 30% of all civil servants are women, and 
of these 59% are Omani citizens. In the public sector women are entitled to equal 
pay for equal work, though not all private sector employers observe such 
regvJations. Nevertheless women still face job discrimination because prospective 
employers fear that they might resign to marry or raise a family. But this is a general 
problem in many countries, and not specific to Oman. Women empowerment in 
Oman has matured and established as shown by the table below: 
Omani Gender Scenario 
•!?^iiE4^j»^?SP^i:!;i^ '•^ •^ :^  ••• 
Women in Primary Education 
Women in Secondary Education 
Women in S.Q. University 
Women Employed in Government Sector 
Women in Industrial Activity 
,i^3(%). : 
47.6 
51.1 
49.6 
20.4 
20.9 
•mm vi-
48.2 
51.4 
52.0 
26.0 
26.4 
Source: Ministry of Sodal A&irs, Labour and Vocational Training and UNICEF, 2001. 
As pointed out earlier, women constituted 54 percent of the students entering 
Sultan Qaboos University in 2002. Of Omanis studying abroad, 24 percent were 
women. Nevertheless, while women's gains in education are impressive, they are 
restricted by a gender quota system applied in the higher education institutions that 
aims to enroll more men than women in certain disciplines such as medicine and 
engineering. The number of male and female students graduating from high school 
Ministry of information, 2003 Report. 
The figures are from 1995 
The figures are from 1996 
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is about equal, but only a limited number of seats are allotted for women at 
professional and technical colleges. Every year, thousands of women are not able to 
continue their studies after high school due to these imposed limitations. In 2000, 
the majority of women at the tertiary level were enrolled in the fields of arts, 
education, and humanities (83-1 percent of women versus 45 percent of men). 
However girls have the reputation of being education-oriented, hardworking, 
ambitious. At schools they get better grades on average than the boys do. In Oman 
this trend is so strong that the only public university in the country protects itself 
from the female onslaught with a men's quota. If admission to the university were 
based on achievement alone, then female students would long have become a 
majority. A po hshed procedure ensures that the gender ration of the 13,000 students 
is almost perfectly divided into 50/50. Every semester each faculty decides how many 
new admissions it can handle. Based on these numbers, the university council sets 
the numerus clauses to ensure men's equal participation in campus life. 
As the 50-50 quota is enforced, girls compete against girls, while boys compete 
against boys for available places at the university. The result: only the very best of 
the female students are admitted, while much weaker male students make it into the 
university. Due to their better education women are in demand in modern 
professions in the service sector. Men, on the other hand, profit from government 
program of Omanization that is supposed to gradually reduce the number of foreign 
workers in the labor force. For example, we generally see that taxi drivers and 
fishermen, are Omani men because neither of these are favored professions for 
women. Nevertheless, men and women compete for positions. The quota at Sultan 
Qaboos University attests to this. 
Yet this cannot change the fact that young girls throughout the country 
confidently say: "We are better." The sentence is uttered so often, as if it expresses 
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the corporate identity of female youth. To control the rising number of female 
students at Sultan Qaboos University which was 54% in 2002, the university 
designed policies to limit women enrollment into certain areas of study. Women 
were to face restrictions in fields like medicine or engineering where gender quotas 
were designed to accept more men than women into the fields. Even though the 
high school graduation rate is equal among all students, there are few spaces allotted 
for women in certain technical or professional schools. According to Freedom 
18 
House, there were no women that graduated with a degree in engineering from the 
Sultan Qaboos University in 2002. This may also be because some fields of study are 
more rigorous for women and hence not their natural choice. 
Omani Women in Economy 
Participation of women in the economy, like their share in Education, is one of 
the barometers of women empowerment in any society. Since 1970, Oman has 
achieved a lot in making education available to boys and girls alike. From 3 schools 
and 900 students in 1970, it has reached 1,020 government schools and 134 private 
schools with 601,461 students studying in schools of which girls constitute nearly 
19 half. The girls have been at the top of the students merit lists in the secondary 
schools for more than a decade and this domination is affecting now women's pro-
active role in public life. 
Oman is rightly proud to be first Arab country to appoint a woman as its 
overseas ambassador and as of 2008, four women hold positions of council of 
ministers. Today, women are playing important role in the Consultation Council 
(Majlis A'Shura) and the State Council (Majlis A' Dawla) and recently, five women 
tS 
Quoted in http://www.aaas.org/programs/intemational/wist/countries/oman.shtml 
Source: Ministry of Information, 2002, Quoted in Women Entrepreneurship in Oman, by Sami A. Khan, 
A. P. Ghosh and Donald A. Myers, 2005 
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were appointed as attorney generals to the legislature. In October 2004, a woman 
was appointed as the minister of social development. Though there is no official data 
available, it is likely that Oman employs the largest number of women in GCC 
20 
countries. 
The General Directorate for Women and Children Affairs was established in 
1985. The directorate under the auspices of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour 
has set up a network of women development centres throughout the country. The 
general aims and mission of the Directorate is to setup special programs to deal with 
mother and childcare, eradication of illiteracy, education, the development of 
traditional and modern handicraft and many other programs for women 
21 
empowerment. 
The Omani Women's Association (OWA) has played a significant role in the 
development of women in the Sultanate. It is the first women's organization in 
Oman that was formed with the main aim of providing quality education and 
training to women in increasing their knowledge so as to facilitate them to secure 
good jobs. OWA also promotes the traditional Omani culture and values so that the 
traditional culture continues to remain in the country. It encourages its members to 
actively contribute to the economy by whatever way possible. At the end of the year 
2003, there were 39 local OWA groups established all over Oman that had 2,738 
22 
members. A Women's Voluntary Work Co-ordination Committee has been created 
to regulate the activities of the OWAs and help Omani women to play active role in 
the economic and social development programmes. There are four government 
Source: Ministry of Information, 2003, See also www.omanet.om 
21 
For a detailed account see, Al-Lamki, Salma M. (1999). Paradigm Shift: A perspective on Omani women in 
management in the Sultanate of Oman. Advancing Women in Leadership Online Journal 
(www.advancingwomeiLcom), Spring, 
22 
Ministry of Information (2003). Oman 2003-2004. Muscat: Sultanate of Oman. 
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centres as well as six non-government training centres for women being run which 
help raise women's general awareness about cultural, health and social issues, 
develop their productive skills and enable them to make profitable use of their 
leisure time. The role of OWA has been very encouraging in helping women to 
learn skills and education and make them self-reliant. 
The Omani women have come a long way in the last 10-15 years. In 1993, 
Women constituted 9 percent of the total Omani labor force and three-fourth of 
them were employed in government sector. In 2000, such rate was 13% compared 
to a rate of 58.8% for men. It is estimated that more than 70% of female high school 
graduates and women with higher education are employed in the public and private 
sectors. The unemployment rate, at 70% is high for females with secondary school 
degrees, compared to an unemployment rate of 3-7% for female university 
graduates. 
In Oman, with the exception of the oil sector and the major establishments 
(such as Oman Mobile and Nawras), both men and women tend to prefer 
government sector jobs over private sector employment. This may be because the 
govt, sector ofifens better career advancement, higher pay, pension schemes, and 
generous fringe benefits offered by government jobs. Approximately 56% of Omani 
nationals are employed in the government sector (80% "Omanized" , 20% 
expatriates) compared to 44% in the private sector (only 10% Omanized). Of the 
23 
(Ministry of Information, 2003). 
" Opcit. (Al-Lamki, 1999) 
25 Omanization is the program toward replacing expatriates with trained Omani manpower. It has been 
operational since 1988, and has high priority on the Government's agenda. 
Ministry of National Economy, Statistics 
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total female labor force, 66% work in the public sector and 34% in the private 
27 
sector. 
28 
• The report further states that the majority of women in the public sector 
have at least a high school degree or higher. Thirty-seven percent (37%) are 
secondary school graduates and 44% university graduates. 
• Since 2002, the public sector has increased the recruitment of female 
university graduates over primary and secondary school graduates. 
• In 2000, the female labor participation rate was 29% compared to a meager 
6.3% in 1980. 
As indicated by those reports, female participation in the private sector is low; 
the figure in 2003 was l 8 % . Women work mainly in administrative jobs, 39% and 
only 1 1 % are specialists. Many employers believe that women will leave work once 
they get married or have children, so they invest minimally in training their female 
staff. In the traditional Omani society men are considered the main breadwinners of 
the family, thus are prioritized over women when seeking a job. 
Women in Businesses 
Although all businesses are to registered with the Chamber of Commerce, there 
is no available data on women's participation in business. As for women 
ertrepunership, the present researcher has relied, to a great extant, on a 2005 study 
which bases itself on first hand interviews and discussions with the Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry as well as the Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 
According to the findings of this study, in 2005 there were about 120,000 registered 
businesses, of these, it was estimated that only 75-80,000 were active businesses. The 
number of women-owned and operated establishments were approximately 4000. 
Nawab, Nabil, Developing and Increasing Women's Participation in SMEs, ESCWA Report. 
Ibid. 
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However, in reality the number of businesses owned and operated by women could 
be much smaller than 4000, as a lot of male-owned businesses are registered in the 
wife's name. In addition, some women are sponsors of small enterprises run by 
expatriates. The majority of female operated business are small in size and operates 
with 1 to 2 workers. They are mainly classified as "fourth class enterprises" with a 
starting capital of less than RO 25,000 (US $65,000).^^ 
In short, the participation of women in education, employment and decision-
making has grown considerably in recent years and it has resulted into the 
empowerment of Omani women, an example for other Arab coimtries to follow. 
Partidpation in Economic Activities 
Oman began exporting oil in 1967. Since then, oil has been the major 
contributor to the GDP. The fourth five-year plan (1991-1995) for the first time 
emphasized the need to diversify the production base other than oil. 
The government encouraged men and women equally to participate in the 
process of economic development of the Sultanate. The fifth five year plan (1996-
2000) considered as did the first plan within the framework of the long term 
development strategy (1996-2020) also emphasized on the diversification of the 
national income resources encouraging the domestic and foreign private investments 
and increasing the share of the private sector in the total investments. It also 
emphasized the role of human resources and participation of Omani men and 
women in the private sector development and diversification process. By 1995> 
Oman had completed four five -year plans. Taking advantage of its earlier planning 
and visualizing the changes in the global economy, a new vision of Oman's 
^ Ibid. 
30 
Ministry of National Economy, 2002 
167 
economic future evolved. "Vision Oman 2020" proposed a policy for the Sultanate's 
development over twenty-five years (1996 to 2020). It took into account the far-
reaching changes in the world economy and the revolution in telecommunications. 
It also envisioned broadening its human resource base, thus inviting both men and 
women to participate fully in the nation's development. 
Although there is no separate program or policy to develop women 
entrepreneurship, but women participation in the small businesses has been 
encouraging lately. More and more women have come out and ventured into 
business in the recent past. In Oman, two main programs namely "Fund for 
Development of Youth Projects" and the "SANAD" Program have been launched to 
promote entrepreneurship for both men and women. The Fund for Development of 
Youth was established in 1999 and it encourages young Omani men and women to 
start small and medium enterprises. The fund provides financial and management 
assistance to young people wishing to embark on business in the private sector. In 
its first year of operation, 15 projects were financed. The fund was established with a 
grant of RO (Rial Omani) 1 million granted by His Majesty and the fund has 
accumulated RO 536 million as equity from the private companies. The fund's 
financial involvement is limited to half the capital of each project and the maximum 
available is RO 50,000 (l R0= 2.6 US $). The fund ascertains the economic viability 
of the project and provides consultants from banks and corporations who give 
technical and administrative advice voluntarily to get the project started. The 
beneficiaries get a tax holiday for a period of 10 years that may be extended for a 
similar period. The main emphasis in this project is the viability of the project and 
the promoter must be an Omani, no matter male or female. 
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The New Omani Women 
Recently, the participation of women in all spheres has made such role models 
available in Oman. Women are visible everywhere. In a documentation of successful 
entrepreneurs in Oman undertaken by the government owned national daily, Oman 
Daily Observer, 23 such entrepreneurs were identified with 5 being women. This 
indicates the achievement of women entrepreneurs in recent time. 
One such figure in recent time in Oman is Lujaina Mohsin Haider Darwish. 
She is a woman of multi-faceted personality. She is an academician, entrepreneur, 
and politician all embedded in one. She was chosen as "Young Entrepreneur of the 
Year 2001", an award given by 'Oman Awards for Excellence' instituted by the 
private sector to celebrate the accomplishment of individuals. Lujaina is member of 
Majlis A'Shura for the second term. She is also an active member of the board of 
31 
Oman Chamber of Commerce & Industry (OCCI). 
Sabrah Al-Riyami is another role model. She represents the new breed of 
entrepreneurs of Oman. She began her career by joining Oman TV as one of the 
first GCC national woman television journalists. Later, she co-founded a company 
that provides services for event management, tourism, and filming. She was chosen 
as the "Young Entrepreneur of the Year 2002". Her company Darran LLC was the 
first company in the Middle East to receive the Gold Star Award in 2002 and 
Diamond Star Award by the Business Initiative Direction, Spain. She feels that the 
Sultanate recognizes the contribution of women entrepreneurs in the national 
economy. She suggest business women are often more people oriented and less 
Kamoonpuri, Hasan M, Success Stories of Omani Entrepreneurs, Sultanate of 
Oman: Oman Daily Observer, Muscat, 2004, pp.95-100 
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authoritarian and use a participative or interactive management style in running 
their businesses. 
The Omani women have shown well that if they are given opportunities they 
can create wonders. Today, Oman has a significant number of women entrepreneurs 
in the male dominated Arab society. The women participation in public sector 
employment has also increased significantly from a mere 9 percent in 1993 to 36 
33 
percent in 2004. The participation of women in education and employment has 
been tremendous in recent past. Diversification of the economy of Oman from 
dependence on oil and gas has created a whole new avenue for developing new 
Omani labor force. Women who form about half of the population have an 
important role to play in this regard. 
Women in Politics 
No matter be it a man or a woman, the political rights of the Omani citizens are 
very Umited. Nevertheless, Oman is liberalizing gradually; women are beginning to 
play more important roles in the upper level of government, are registering to vote 
in large numbers, and are increasingly running as candidates in parliamentary 
elections. Women have also been appointed as cabinet ministers, undersecretaries of 
state, and ambassadors. Universal suffrage was offered for the first time to both men 
and women in the 2003 elections. 
Women have the right to vote and run for office in Consultation Council 
elections which are held every 4 years, e.g. in the 5th 2003 elections there were 584 
candidates and 16 women were among them representing various regions of the 
32 
Kamoonpuri, Hasan M, Success Stories of Omani Entrepreneurs, Sultanate of Oman, Quoted in Women 
Entreprenuurship in Oman, by Sami A. Khan, A.P. Ghosh and Donald A. Myers, 
www.sbaer.uca.edu/Research/icsb/2005/lO9.pdf 
'' Ibid. 
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Sultanate. Two were then elected. In addition to this, the Sultan appointed 9 women 
to serve on the Council of State (Majlis a'Dawla) for a 4-year term of office. 
The New Challenges 
Women graph in politics however has recently been on a decline. In 2003 Shura 
elections, 15 out of 509 candidates were women. Number of women candidates has 
decreased from 27 (1997) to 21 (2000) to 15 (2003). And in 2007 no woman 
35 
candidate could win the election for the consultative council. It is generally 
believed that women candidates failed to win seats, because they were unpopular in 
the male-dominated society. The defeat of the women candidates, however, does not 
mean that Omani women are incapable of competing with men, but this is the 
nature of the society. 
There are several issues that discourage women from participating in Majlis Al 
Shura. Firstly, the cultural and traditional mindset of the Omani community holds 
back women from moving forward. Recent changes in perspective, however, have 
brought many changes in other aspects in Omani life, but political participation of 
women is not very much welcome. Secondly, Omanis are experiencing new concepts 
through voting and going to the polls. Thirdly, Omani women gained good 
education through the past 40 years, and this has brought them at odds with the 
male dominated society which finds it difficult to accept women supremacy. 
However, the number of women holding senior positions has risen steadily — on 
5th March 2003 Aisha al Siyabia was appointed as President of the Public Authority 
34 
http://www.omanet.om/english/useful/basic.asp 
Women fail to win any seats in Omani elections for consultative council 
The Associated Press, October 28, 2007, http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2007/10/28/africa/ME-GEN-Oman-
Elections.php 
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for Craft Industries, with the rank of Minister. On 8th March 2004 Dr Rawiyah bint 
Saud al Busaidiyah was promoted to become Minister of Higher Education, making 
her the first female minister with portfoUo in Oman's history. These were followed 
on 9th June 2004 when Royal Decree N. 61/2004 established a Ministry of Tourism 
and named a woman, Rajiha bint Abdulamir to be its Minister. Then on 22nd 
October 2004 Dr Sharifa bint Khalfan Al Yahya-eyah, a university professor, was 
appointed to take over the Ministry of Social Development. 
Oman is rightly proud to have been the first Arab country to appoint a woman 
to head an overseas Embassy when Khadija al Lawatia was appointed the Sultanate's 
Ambassador to the Netherlands and at the end of 2005 . Hanina Bint Sultan al-
Maghiria is to be Oman's Ambassador in Washington. In 2003 an Omani woman 
was appointed to head the United Nations Information Centre, based in Geneva, 
Switzerland, with authority over an international network of 77 information centres 
and more than 300 staff. Women are also making strides in the legal profession with 
5 ladies appointed as Deputy Attorneys-General in May 2004. 
Women empowerment in oman owes much to the government's continued 
support. The government is the largest employer of women: In 2002, women 
constituted 33 percent of civil servants. In 2003, 8 women were serving in the 57-
member State Council. That same year, a woman was appointed for the first time at 
the ministerial rank (without portfolio) as president of the newly established Public 
Authority for Craft Industries. Four women were also appointed in 2003 as 
undersecretaries and two women as ambassadors. In addition, an Omani woman 
was appointed as head of the United Nations Information Centre based in Geneva 
in July 2003. On March 8, 2004, International Women's Day, Sultan Qaboos 
announced that Oman's first woman minister with a cabinet portfolio had been 
appointed as minister of higher education. 
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And now, as already stated we have four women ministers. What all this gradual 
and content improvement show? Put simply, that the govt, wants seriously to 
involve women in policy making. 
Although, men constitute the vast majority of policy makers in the executive, 
legislative, and judiciary branches of government. Women have just begun to play a 
role as decision makers on the national scene. 
A member of the State Council of Oman recently proposed at a conference in 
the UAE on "The Parliamentary Performance of Arab Women" that a certain 
number of seats be reserved for women in Arab parliaments. She argued that a 
quota system would help Arabs view women as decision makers and help women 
acquire more political rights in their society. Presumably, the traditional image of 
women's role in Omani society would change if women were seen as leaders and 
decision makers. Women, therefore, could further serve as role models for the 
37 
younger generations. 
Women have begun to make use of their right to access and use information to 
empower themselves in Oman as well as share knowledge regionally. In 2003, an 
Organization of Arab Women was established as a specialized government agency in 
the League of Arab States to defend and promote the rights of Arab women. Oman 
was one of 11 signatories to the agreement to establish the organization. 
Conclusion 
Omani women have played a vital role in the Sultanate for as long as that 
society has existed. However, while they may once have been content to be good 
"Arab Parliaments Urged to Reserve Seats for Women" (London: Women Living Under Muslim Laws 
[WLUML], 27 May 2004), http://wluml.org/english/newsfulltxt.shtml?cmd[l57]=x-157-51393 
37 
Getting the Balance Right in National Parliaments" (New York: Women's Environment and Development 
Organization [WEDO]), http://www.wedo.org/5050/5050factsheet4.pdf 
^ "Developments in the Situation of Arab Women," (UN ESCWA). 
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housewives and mothers, perhaps supplementing the family income with a little 
local trading or through weaving and handicrafts, they are now at the forefront of 
political and economic life. 
In a regional comparison, women in Oman are indeed in a good position. 
According to official data, they have a third of the positions in the public sector and 
occupy twelve percent of government leadership positions. There are four female 
ministers and two female ambassadors; a few women also sit in the steering 
committee of the chamber of commerce as well as in the State Council, whose 
members are appointed by decree. 
For more than a decade girls have topped the merit list in the country's 
secondary schools and this domination has now spread to the degree courses offered 
by Sultan Qaboos University in Muscat. The girls are consistently coming out on 
top and, with a declared government policy guaranteeing Omani women equal 
rights in both education and employment, as enshrined in the Personal Status Laws 
(PSL), the sky is the limit for these ambitious young women who are grasping the 
available opportunities with both hands. 
Sultan Qaboos has repeatedly called upon female citizens to lend their full 
support to the continuing development of their country, frequently describing them 
as representing "half of Oman's potential". These days the high status Omani 
women enjoy is reflected in the priority accorded to them in the country's 
development plans. In his opening speech to the Second Term of the Consultation 
Council (Majlis a'Shura) in December 1994 Sultan Qaboos urged the female 
population to be active participants in nation's development: 
We call upon Omani women everywhere, in the villages and the cities, in both 
urban and Bedu communities, in the hills and mountains, to roll up their 
sleeves and contribute to the process of economic and social development...We 
have great faith in the educated young Omani women to work devotedly to 
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assist their sisters in their local communities to develop their skills and abilities, 
both practically and intellectually, in order to contribute to our Omani 
Renaissance which demands the utilization of our entire national genius, for 
the realization of our country's glory and prosperity. We call upon Omani 
women to shoulder this vital role in the community and we are confident that 
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they will respond to this call. 
They have responded by seeking and securing jobs from government minister to 
supermarket check-out assistant, all of them striving to play a part in shaping the 
Sultanate of the 21st century. Oman is rightly proud to have been the first Arab 
country to appoint a woman as its overseas ambassador. And mention has already 
been made of the four women ministers earlier. 
The Middle East region is often accused of suppressing the freedoms and the 
potential of its female populations. In Oman it is immediately evident to any visitor 
that while women often pursue the freedom to dress as they wish by choosing to 
wear modest attire, their potential and ambitions are far from suppressed. 
At the airport male and female officers handle baggage security checks. At the 
hotel your Omani desk receptionist is just as likely to be a man as a woman. 
Women are involved in all areas of life, working a doctors, dentists, teachers, 
bankers and entrepreneurs, as well as maintaining their vital role as homemakers. 
Their progress is reflected not only in the number in employment but in the 
increasingly high positions they are taking up in both the private and public sectors. 
There are no official figures available but it is likely that Oman has the highest 
number of working women among the six GCC states. 
In a nutshell, Omani women are not clustered in one area of interest — domestic 
— as many would like to believe. They are in businesses, banking, in the medical 
39 
Quoted in http://www.omanet.om/english/government/hmspage/tribute.asp 
http://www.omanet.om/enghsh/social/dev2.asp?cat=hist 
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field as both physicians and nurses, and at all levels in government offices. It is 
amazing that, although Oman was the last of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries to inaugurate universal education, its young women already are in the 
forefront of those countries both in achieving gender equality in the workplace and 
in assuming full responsibility for the affairs of their country. 
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chapter VI 
United Arab Emirates 
Country at a Glance 
Population 4 4 million 
GDP Per Capita (PPP) $37,000 
Economy Capitalist statist 
Polity Federation of traditional monarchies 
Literacy Male 76 1% / Female 8l 7% 
Percent Women Economically Active 32% 
Date of Women's Suffrage Dec 2006 
Women's Fertility Rate 3 0 
Percent Urban/Rural Urban 78% / Rural 22% 
(Source Compiled with 2008 data from Population Reference Bureau , CIA World Fact Book) 
Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
United Arab Emirates 
The Backgrotind 
The United Arab Emirates (UAE), previously known as the Trucial States, 
estabhshed its independence in 1971 after the British withdrew from the Persian 
Gulf. The UAE is a federation of seven traditional monarchies: Abu Dhabi, the 
capital; Dubai, the cosmopolitan commercial hub; Sharjah; Fujairah; Umm al-
Qaiwain; Ras al-Khaimah; and Ajman. In principal, every five years, the rulers of the 
seven emirates, who constitute the Federal Supreme Council, the top legislative and 
executive body, were suppose to choose one of their own to serve as federal 
president. However, the position of president was held successively by the ruler of 
Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahayan, from the Emiratis formation until 
his death in November 2004. After his death his son Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al 
Nahyan was chosen to succeed his father as president. 
In addition to large oil reserves, the UAE is known for its free trade zone in 
Dubai, a large manufacturing center in Sharjah, a sophisticated financial-services and 
banking sector, and an emerging industry. Of the 4.4 miUon residents, less than 20 
percent are citizens, with foreign workers from South and Southeast Asia, the 
' "UAE PoliticsC^bu Dhabi: United Arab Emirates Government Web site, 2005), 
http://www.uae.gov.ae/Government/politics.htm 
2 
"UAE Pohtics" (United Arab Emirates Government Web site). 
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Middle East, and Europe comprising the remaining population. Non-nationals are 
predominantly men, and in 2002, only 34.2 percent of the total population of the 
3 
UAE was women. 
The UAE constitution guarantees citizen's equal status but does not mention 
explicitly women. Traditional norms mainly govern women's condition. Women's 
social, economic, and legal rights are not consistently observed The laws that govern 
women differ dramatically depending on the conditions of their citizenship and 
employment status. 
There are a few semi-government organization working for women 
empowerment in the UAE. Sheikha Fatima founded the first women's society in the 
country in 1973, the Abu Dhabi Women's Society. The success of the Abu Dhabi 
organization led to the creation of the Dubai Women's Development Society, the 
Sharjah Women's Development Society, the Women's Development Society in 
Ajman, the Umm al-Qaiwain Development Society, and the Ras-al-Khaimah 
Women's Development Society. These societies were subsequently linked together 
under the UAE Women's Federation, which was established in 1975- To date, the 
federation has played an important role in assisting the women of the UAE to 
increasingly realize their potential. 
The UAE Women's Federation (now housed in elegant new premises in Abu 
Dhabi) is a quasi-governmental autonomous body with its own budget. It has a 
number of committees to run its activities, such as religious affairs, mother and child 
care, social affairs, cultural affairs, sports, heritage, and arts. Depending on the 
geographical size of the emirate, the individual societies in the federation may have 
more than one branch and there are now a total of 31 branches of the six societies, 
"UAE" (Beirut: UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia [ESCWA], Country Profiles, 
2003), (www.escwa.org.lb/divisions/ecw/profile/uae/main.html.) 
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many operating in remote areas of the country. Activities undertaken by the 
individual branches, often in association with the Ministry of Health and the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP), include illiteracy eradication and health 
education programs, nursery classes, housekeeping, dressmaking and handicraft 
classes, art classes, child care information, vocational training projects, job placement 
programs, religious education, welfare assistance, and family counseling, along with 
a calendar of social, cultural, and sporting activities. 
The priorities of the Women's Federation in the early days were to help women 
emerge from seclusion, use their leisure time to become literate, and acquire 
knowledge about the modern world to enable them to raise their families' standards 
of living. Having made gains in these areas, today's goals are linked to 
comprehensive social planning, with a view to increasing cohesiveness and national 
identity in the country. 
Constitutional Safeguards 
The 1971 UAE constitution that was made permanent in 1996 declares all 
persons equal before the law. Article 25 states, "All persons shall be equal before the 
law. No discrimination shall be practiced between citizens of the Union by reason of 
race, nationality, religious belief or social position." However, the constitution does 
not ensure women's equality, in that it fails to stipulate the prohibition of 
discrimination based on gender. 
Again Article 15 of the constitution declares, "The family is the basis of society. 
It is founded on morality, religion, ethics and patriotism. The law shall guarantee its 
existence, safeguard and protect it from corruption." Despite the importance given 
to the family in the constitution, the ministry of Islamic affairs and Awqaf classifies 
women's roles in society merely as wives and mothers. These two factors are often 
taken as excuses for legal discrimination against women in the UAE. As a result, 
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laws and policies tend to promote traditional roles for women rather than upholding 
their complete womanhood. 
Implementation of the law however depends much on the social status of the 
woman in question. For example, laws that apply for professional foreign women, 
such as sexual harassment laws, do not apply for domestic workers, and laws that 
apply to female citizens, such as the ban on marriage to men of other nationalities, 
do not apply to foreign women. Furthermore, some UAE laws are some time 
ineffective. The law that makes education mandatory at the elementary level may be 
superseded by the law that allows a father to determine whether or not his daughter 
will be educated. 
Yet there is another challenge to the legal protection of women's rights in the 
UAE. The laws that protect women's equality tend only to apply and be enforced in 
the public sphere-outside the home-a setting that in practice is off-limits to most 
UAE women. Women's rights therefore are not legally protected in the home; 
fathers and husbands have the legal authority to prevent their daughters and wives 
from participating in professional and social life. 
Women are directly discriminated against in some UAE legislation, particularly 
in laws governing citizenship. This is very typical of the GCC nations. Foreign 
women who marry male UAE citizens are granted citizenship; however, female 
citizens are not permitted, under any circumstances, to transfer their nationality to 
their foreign-born husbands. A UAE woman national, in fact, is forbidden by law to 
marry a foreign man. A 1996 law even requires her to give up her citizenship if she 
marries a non-Gulf citizen. Exceptions may be made if a woman presents her case to 
the presidential council in Abu Dhabi and receives special permission, but she will 
still not be able to transfer her citizenship on to her foreign husband. 
Constitutionally, a woman is considered an adult and a full person before the courts 
181 
at the age of l8 and can seek legal counsel and representation. Article 41 of the 
constitution states that "every person shall have the right to submit complaints to 
the competent authorities, including the judicial authorities, concerning the abuse or 
infringement of the rights and freedoms stipulated in this chapter." In practice, 
however, women traditional social norms dictate women do not frequent police 
stations or courts of law which are considered as predominantly male spaces. On 
this point women have advantages.The police often try to settle disputes involving 
women so that women do not have to go to court. In the cases of women accused of 
assault, police officers allow women to pay a penalty rather than go to jail. It is 
considered a dishonor to the family in the UAE for a woman to go to prison. 
The UAE partially signed on to the United Nations Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 2004. It 
expressed reservations to Articles 2(f), 9, 15(2), 16 and 29(l), on the grounds that 
they conflict with the Shari'a regarding rights of inheritance, nationality, 
maintenance and divorce etc. 
Emarati Women and the Society 
Women are free to teach the Quran to other women and form study groups to 
discuss religion. However, these religious gatherings preach the establishment's 
vision of Islam. The personal status code, which is in accordance with the UAE's 
interpretation of Sunni Shari'a laws, governs the family matters of Muslims and is 
applied in local Shari'a courts. As for the Shi'a Muslims in Dubai, they have the 
option of pursuing Shi'a famUy law cases through a special Shi'a council. 
A woman may go to a court of law as early as at age of 15, the legal age for 
marriage, to defend her right to marry a Muslim citizen of her choice if her male 
Quoted in Freedom House reports on UAE, 2004. 
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guardian does not approve her marriage. UAE family law permit men to have more 
than one wife at a time; although requires that the man obtain permission from his 
first wife to marry a second wife. 
In the UAE a Muslim man is allowed to divorce his spouse verbally, but a 
woman cannot do the same. A woman may be granted a divorce in a court of law 
only if the judge agrees that her husband has committed violence on her physically, 
emotionally, or otherwise; abandoned her for three or more months; or not taken 
car of her or her children. Local divorced women are not looked upon favorably in 
society, and women generally prefer not to get a divorce despite their legal right to 
do so. 
In cases of divorce, custody is usually given to the mother of female children 
until they reach the age of maturity or marry, and of male children untU they reach 
the age of 13. However, should the mother remarry, she forfeits her rights to 
custody of the children from her previous marriage. In 2003, a number of UAE 
national women advocates and members of the UAE Women's Federation submitted 
a memorandum to the ministry of Islamic affairs and Awqaf demanding legal reform 
over articles of the Personal Status Draft Law. 
In the UAE, the understanding of the Sharia allows a man to beat his wife-so 
long as he does not seriously injure her-in order to "discipline" her. This type of 
abuse may go unreported as women are often reluctant to seek outside help. In 
2003, for the first time, a comparison of yearly statistics on violence in divorce cases 
among UAE nationals was possible, as 2002 was the first year in which details were 
accurately recorded. Figures released by the Dubai department of justice at the end 
"Call to Amend Draft Personal Status Law," Gulf News, 16 February 2003, 
http://www.ani anjordan.org/english/daily_news/wmprint.php?ArtID=973 
Bassam Za'za', "Divorce Due to Domestic Violence Up," Gulf News, 7 January 2004, 
http://www.amanjordan.org/english/daily_news/wmview.php?ArtID=3629 
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of 2003 revealed that the number of divorces caused by domestic violence had leapt. 
Violence is now known to be the main reason in more than one-fifth of divorces. 
The Blooming Women in the UAE 
A woman is entitled to own land and property when she turns l8. Many women 
exercise this right. A married woman is the sole owner of her property, and her 
husband has no right to it while they are married or if they divorce. 
Women citizens of the UAE are legally free to own businesses or serve as active 
business heads. Official reports show that women are now actively involved in trade 
and maintenance, financial brokerage, real estate and rental, manufacturing 
industries, restaurants and hotels, and even construction. Nevertheless, it is not 
considered respectable for women to interact with non-related males. Many women 
are prevented by their fathers, brothers, or husbands from entering into such 
business-related contracts and activities. 
Article 17 of the constitution makes schooling mandatory for girls and boys 
through the sixth grade. As a result the enrollment of girls in primary education (86 
percent) for the year 2000, however, was equal to that of boys (87 percent). Islamic 
education is compulsory for all Muslims which trains girls to obey their fathers and 
husbands and get prepared for their roles as mothers and wives. 
Keeping their culture in tact, women have made great gains in education, 
particularly at the university level. The literacy rate of women in the UAE was 80.7 
percent in 2003, higher than the male literacy rate of 75-6 percent. Women currently 
make up 75 percent of the student body at the National University in Al-Ain. This 
gender discrepancy, however, may be due in part to the limited fields of study 
' Ibid. 
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offered for both men and women in local universities. Many local men choose to 
study abroad, while most UAE women prefer to study inside the country. 
Article 34 of the constitution guarantees both men and women the right to 
choose a profession: "Every citizen shall be free to choose his occupation, trade or 
profession within the limits of the law, due consideration being given to any 
regulations prescribed for any such professions and trades." Women nationals 
however do not prefer to work in firms or organizations that are not gender-
segregated. For example, many women do not opt for law study because its practice 
involves appearing in court and working with men. A profession like teaching, on 
the other hand, is more acceptable because all schools are gender-segregated and 
prevent contact between the sexes. 
However, things are changing fast many women have begun to work in diverse 
fields that were previously male dominated. In 2003, for the first time, the Abu 
Dhabi police trained 32 women to work with the special security forces. In 2000, 
the Dubai Transport Corporation hired women taxi drivers to transport women and 
D 
children, a first in the Gulf. Women graduates in the UAE can now be found 
working in engineering, science, media, computer technology, law, commerce, and 
Q 
the oil industry. In 2002, women nationals of the UAE reportedly filled 27.1 
percent of senior decision-making administrative posts in the public sector, and in 
2003 women held an estimated 40 percent of all public sector posts. 
10 
Q 
"Women to Drive Taxis in Dubai," Indian Express Newspapers, 29 May 2000, 
http://www.expressindia.com/ie/daily/2OOOO529/iin29Oi3.html. 
"UAE" (ESCWA, Country Profiles, 2003), www.escwa.org.lb/divisions/ecw/profiIe/uae/main.html. 
"United Arab Emirates women occupy 40% of public sector posts, 70% of university students," 
ArabicNews.com, 6 May 2003, http://www.arabicnews.com/ansub/Daily/Day/O3O6O5/2OO3O60503.htmI. 
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Women in Nation Building 
The discovery of oil and the wealth that accompanied it brought 
unimaginable opportunities and experiences to the UAE women. At present, 
UAE society and culture is in the midst of a very rapid process or 
modernization in the fields of social and economic development. Any attempt 
to understand the status of the UAE woman in contemporary UAE society, 
one must necessarily study the tribal traditions and practices which have long 
affected, and continue to influence, the rank and status of the UAE woman. 
As long as women were illiterate, it did not matter that they had rights. They 
were not capable of taking advantage of them as they were probably unaware 
of their existence. 
Literacy opened up a new world for them with new desires and 
perspectives that could not be satisfied if they were confined to the harem. 
That is not to say that all women were in favor of greater liberty from the 
start. However, once the notion of education became firmly rooted, as noted 
by Nadia Youssef, 'Access to educational power supplanted women's exclusive 
involvement in domestic affairs and motherhood which was previously the 
only source of their self-identity, justification for existence and influence. As 
the pursuit of secondary or university education delayed marriages, women's 
perspectives changed and they no longer only wished to become mothers and 
housewives. They also wanted to have careers. Therefore, higher education 
affected the number of children they bore and even changed the face of 
traditional family. 12 
Nadia Youssef, 'Women in the Muslim World' in Iglitzen and Ross (eds), Women in the World: A 
Comparative Study (Clio Books, Santa Barbara, California, 1976), p.208 
'^  Ibid, p.208 
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Dawning of the New Education 
Up to the early 1950s and before the formation of the UAE, only the 
traditional Kuttabs existed. They taught memorization of the Qur'an along 
with basic arithmetic was taught. Boys and girls attended the Kuttab, 
sometimes together if they was only one instructor, with the boys setting 
separately form the girls. At the age of ten, the girls were forced to leave 
school by their parents as, by this time, most were reaching puberty and 
13 
would have to go into seclusion. 
When the first formal school was opened in Sharjah in 1953. teachers were 
provided by the Kuwait Education Department. Kuwait later opened schools 
in Dubai, Fujayrah, 'Ajman and Umm Al Qaywayn which came under the 
administration of the Kuwait Office opened in Dubai in 1963. Qatar also built 
eight schouls in the northern Emirates and Saudi Arabia provided Ras Al-
Khaymah with a religious institute as well as teachers. Bahrain also provided a 
small number of teachers and the United Arab Republic sent an educational 
mission to Sharjah in 1958 which provided teachers for Dubai, Ras Al-
Khaymah and Sharjah. 
When the United Arab Emirates was formed in 1971. educational needs 
were given top priority and the newly formed government's goal was to 
provide every child, female and male, with the best education available. The 
Kuwayti-administered schools were then turned over to the federal Ministry of 
Education when the union was formed. Now that the government had its own 
13 
Linda Usra Soffan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, Groom Helm London, 1980, p.50 
Hawley, The Trucial States, pp. 234-5-
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source of revenues, through petroleum disscoveries, every child was assured 
access to educational institutions. 
Although during the First two years of public education there were no 
facilities for female students, by 1955 girls were enrolling in the first school 
built for them in Sharjah. Initially, it was not unusual for a boy's family to 
permit him to board at the school if it was too far from home (especially for 
secondary education as only Dubay and Sharjah offered secondary level up to 
the 1960s). However, the idea of girls boarding was not popular, and if an 
area had no facilities beyond intermediate level, that was where the girls" 
education ended. For this reason, until facilities for all levels were built in 
each shaykhdom, female enrollment was far behind that of the males. 
The ruling families have staunchly supported the education of females. 
Indeed, the example they set by sending their own daughters to school served 
as an incentive for other families to do the same. In the case of Abu Dhabi, 
especially, where setting up a formula school system meant literally starting 
from scratch because there were no educational institutions except for the 
kuttabs up to the mid 1960s, the support of Shaykh Zayid and his wife, 
Shaykha Fatima, has been most effective in encouraging local families to 
17 
enroll their daughters in school. 
Higher Education — women's Access to it 
If a girl passes through preparatory level, it is probable that she will finish 
the secondary level also. At the secondary level there are less female than male 
18 drop-outs And, as the number of females high school graduates begins to 
UAE Ministry of Education and Youth, Educational Abstract,1976-77, pp. 5,12-13 
'* Ibid, pp.12-13 
Linda Usra Soffan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, Croom Helm London, I98O, p.52 
Linda Usra SofFan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, Croom Helm London, 198O, p.56 
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sell, so does the number of female college aspirants increase. Throughout the 
Gulf area, higher education for females has not been easy because of local 
traditions forbidding an unmarried female to leave the house for any reason 
other than marriage. 
The UAE very wisely by opening its women university in 1977, with 
separate facilities for men and women, laid the foundation for future women. 
With this facility available, now the more conservative families were less 
hesitant to allow their daughters to continue their education. And because of 
Shaykh Zayid's sponsorship, the university has become a symbol of UAE pride 
and progress. 
Free, government sponsored higher educations has been the right of every 
UAE citizen since the Union was formed, and even before this Abu Dhabi 
gave generous scholarships to any sheikhdom national accepted for admission 
in a university abroad. The ever-increasing expenditure of government on 
education is reflective of the fact the changing educational landscape: 
UAE Genaral Expenditure on Education 
1999-2003 
Year 
1999 
2000 
2001 
2002 
2003 
Ind. 1 
2844 
3113 
3171 
3210 
3336 
Ind. 2 
414 
349 
365 
598 
633 
Ind. 3 
32 
33 
31 
39 
36 
Ind.4 
100 
142 
69 
124 
181 
Ind.5 
4 
1 
1 
5 
2 
Total 
3394 
3638 
3637 
3976 
4188 
No. of students 
316191 
318267 
309072 
306640 
296301 
Expenditure/Stu 
10734 
11431 
11767 
12966 
14134 
(Source: Ministry of Finance-UAE, March 2005) 
Educational Abstract, 1976-1977, p.40 
Mertz, Education and Manpower, p. 157 
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Indicator 1 = Salaries 
Indicator 2 = Public payments 
Indicator 3 = Capital payments 
Indicator 4 = Projects executed by the ministry of 
Indicator 5 = Projects executed by the ministry 
During the past few years, an ever growing number of students have gone 
to Britain and the United States. In fact, admissions for males and females to 
21 
American schools have more than doubled since 1975- For those young 
women who study in the West, especially, there are problems relating to 
cultural adjustments as they have to deal with two very different cultures. On 
returning home they sometime feel difficulty in adjusting to what they have 
22 
learned in the West with the noble values and richness of their own culture. 
Gradually the government is pushing strongly for female participation in 
all areas, and barriers to women's participation in all professions are starting 
to break down. Family pressures forced the first UAE female law graduate to 
accept a teaching position rather than a law related one. However, the first 
female UAE petroleum engineer is now with the Abu Dhabi National Oil 
Company. And now we have a female minister of state in the UAE. 
For the women who has never had the opportunity to attend a formal 
school or who was not able to completed her schooling because of an early 
marriage, the evening program is a means to attain literacy or finish a degree. 
A very active campaign was initiated by the Ministry of Education to encourage 
men and women to attend classes. Had it I not been for the discovery of petroleum, 
women's aspirations might not have been realized because of the lack of resources. 
Now the door to knowledge is open wide and so it is likely to stay. 
21 
Facts and Figures, 1976, p.53, Educational Abstract, 1976-77, p.101 
22 
Linda Usra Soffan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, Croom Helm London, I98O, p. 58 
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The UAE attained phenomenal growth in the educational sector from a meager 
number of 230 registered (male) students in 1953/1954 to 300,000 students in 
2003/2004. The most notable increase occurred in female school enrollment, which 
stood at naught in 1953/54 to reach around 70% of total enrolment half a century 
later. 
National & Non-National Female Student Development 
In UAE Government Schools 
1972-2004 
The graph: 
120000 
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c 
I 
80000 
60000 
40000 
20000 
2004 
Years 
- Year Nationals — A — Non- Nationals 
Year 
1972 
1977 
1982 
1987 
1992 
1997 
2004 
Nationals 
11122 
25551 
45721 
71025 
93322 
105303 
112931 
Non- Nationals 
4574 
10345 
20925 
32711 
43593 
49613 
33025 
(Source: Dr. Elia Zureik, "Explaining Anomahes in Educational Attainment', 2005. Available at: 
http://www.ucpn.ae/event8/event8_file8/E3q>laining%2QAnomailie8%20in%20Ed%20Att.ppt) 
Today, the enrollment rate for girls in primary school is 70%, about equal to the 
boys' enrollment. In 1995-1999 the ratio of girl to boy students for primary school 
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enrollment was 0.96, and for secondary school it was 1.06, reflecting the number of 
girls exceeds those of boy students. In 1990-1994, the gender equality ratio in 
tertiary school was 2.80, and in 1995-1999, it was 4.20 demonstrating a strong 
showing of women in universities. These high numbers may be due to men 
choosing to study abroad, an option that is largely unavailable to women due to 
government enforced restrictions on movement. In 2006, the tertiary school 
enrollment for women was 39%, though studies show that only small portions 
choose to study sciences. 
Women in Science and Technical Education 
Literacy Rate (2006) | 8l% 
Piimaiy School Enrollment (2006) I 70% 
Secondary School Enrollment (2006) 64% 
Tertiary School Enrolhnent (2006) 39% 
Percentage of Women among Students Stwfying Science 
(1995/1996) 9.9% 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Medicine 
(1995/1996) 1.7% 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Engineering 
(1995/1996) 2.6% 
Women in Employment 
2006 Female Labor Force Participation Rate: \ 38% 
Wage Equality for Similar Work (Ratio of women's wage to men's wage) 1 0.71 
Enterprise-Level Policies to Comhat and Prevent Sexual Harassment 3.90 
(Source: http://www.aaas.org/programs/international/wist/countries/emirates.shtml) 
Educational opportunities, the real indicator of women empowerment and 
development, are now open to women at all levels in the UAE, The number of 
192 
female students registered at UAE schools has increased 14-fold as per detailed 1997 
data available, statistics show that approximately 270,000 female students were 
23 
registered in the academic year 1996—97 compared with 19,000 in 1972—73- Of the 
14,104 students attending local universities in the 1996—97 academic year, 11,125 
were female and 2,979 were male. The 1975 census lists 3.005 females with a first 
university degree or equivalent. By the 1995 census that figure had risen to a 
staggering 61,496. During the same period 18,564 women graduated from illiteracy 
eradication centers. Female students are also achieving impressive results in their 
studies, outstripping their male counter parts at every level. 
To conclude, literacy in the UAE has improved dramatically since the formation 
of the state. As recently as 1975 the literacy rate among males was 54.2 percent and 
among females 30.9 percent. By 1998, the adult literacy rate (age 15 and above) was 
77.1 percent for females and 73-4 percent for males. 
The decline in illiteracy has been facilitated by the widespread availability of 
literacy classes at adult education centers spread throughout the UAE. In 1999> some 
108 adult education centers were in operation, offering educational opportunities for 
16,553 mature students. From 2000 to 2001, the number of adult centers increased 
from 108 to 113, comprising 39 centers for men and 74 for women. The number of 
mature students in these centers is anticipated to increase from 16,553 to an 
estimated 24,404, with female students comprising 13,917 of the total and male 
students numbering 10,487. 
23 
http://www.uae.gov.ae/Govemment/women.htm 
"ibid. 25 
http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/l6l2/United-Arab-Emirates-NONFORMAL-
EDUCATION.html 
"^Ibid. 
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As indicated by the statistics cited, women in the UAE have commonly 
embraced the formal educational opportunities made available to them since the 
foundation of the state. Female students are now in the majority at all levels of 
higher education in the country. Women are also achieving impressive records in 
their studies, outperforming their male counterparts in many activities. Sheikha 
Fatima bint Mubarak, the v^ dfe of the UAE President, Sheik Zayed, has noted that 
women have "no choice but to excel in education to compensate for the long years 
that they have endured without the light of knowledge." 
Support from national leaders led to the development of Zayed University for 
women in 1998. Although their numbers currently remain small, UAE women today 
are making their presence felt in society as civil servants, university professors, 
teachers, lawyers, engineers, doctors, business women, administrators, and as 
members of the police force and the army. The policy that women are entitled to 
play a major role in UAE society is grounded in the UAE Constitution, which 
guarantees the principles of social justice for all "in accordance with the precepts of 
Islam." Under the Constitution, women enjoy the same legal status, claim to titles, 
access to education, and the right to practice professions as men. 
Economic Involvement of the UAE Women in the Past 
Woman's right to gainful employment has existed since the earliest days 
of Islam and is guaranteed by the Qur'an. This right is not therefore a 
twentieth-century innovation, but an Islamic tradition, well defended by the 
verse: 'Unto men a fortune from that which they have earned, and unto 
women a fortune from that which they have earned. (Qur'an IV: 32). 
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Contrary to the fact that, throughout most parts of the Mushm East, 
27 
women were denied their inheritance rights, women of the Gulf area have 
always received their assured shares as designated by the Qur'an. Thus, even 
during the period when pearhng and fishing were the primary forms of 
economic activity in this part of the Arabian Peninsula, it was not unusual to 
find that women owned many of the ships that went to sea. In addition, some 
of the trading merchants were female, but they have always conducted their 
business through men acting on their behalf, and continue to do so. Not only 
did women inherit money, which could be invested, but also many of the 
ruling families' womenfolk were recipients of large parcels of land. Once oil 
was discovered and land began selling at a premium throughout the UAE area, 
many of these women became quite wealthy through the development of their 
real estate. 
For those women who needed to provide an income for themselves and 
their children, the opportunities were very limited indeed. Some raised 
chickens, sheep or goats and sold eggs, meat, cheese and milk door-to-door. 
Others worked as seamstresses, healers, Qur'anic instructors and some were 
even employed as hair-stylers. Bedouin women, in addition to these 
employment activities, would sell woolen cloth they had woven, and honey. 
Income earning opportunities were only slightly more varied for women of 
this area than for men. 
It was not until after the discovery of oil in Abu Dhabi that development 
plans of any kind could be formulated as the area was so impoverished. 
Shaykh Zayid's new leadership ushered in the first development plan ever 
27 Gabriel Baer, Population and Society, pp. 38-40 
28 
Linda Usra SofFan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, London, 1980, p.69 
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designed (1968-72) for Abu Dhabi. Even during the period before the union, 
Shaykh Zayid not only built up his own state, but immediately began pouring 
money into the treasuries of other neighboring sheikhdoms so as also to 
contribute to their development. The prosperity that follow^ed was to improve 
the wage-earning capacity not only of men, but of women too. 
Employment Opportunities for UAE Women in the Public Sector 
The segregation of men and women into different social spheres paved the 
way, throughout the Middle East, for women's entry into the professions of 
teaching and medicine, in particular in many regions, male doctors cannot 
treat females, opportunities are also great in the field of medicine. But the 
area has yet to produce a sufficient supply of female doctors and there is still 
dependency on foreign female physicians in many parts of the Arab world. 
The idea of a women having to take orders from a man and being under 
his control also kept women out of many job areas Now, however, such 
barriers have begun to break down, and women throughout the Middle East 
31 
have started entering professions once reserved exclusively for men. 
Employment in government ministries is considered most acceptable for 
UAE women. However outside of the Ministries of Health, Education, and 
29 
Oil Production, 'Revenues and Economic Development', The Economist, QER Special no.l8, 
1974, pp. 49-50 
30 
John D. Anthony, Arab States of the Lower Gulf: People, Politics, Petroleum, Middle East Institute, 
Washington, DC, 1975, p. 143. 
The UNESCO Report on the Relationship Between Educational Opportunities and Employment 
Opportunities for Women, pp. 71-92; and Easter Boserup, Women's Role in Economic Development, pp. 
102-3 
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Labor and Social Affairs, the number of local women employed is extremely 
limited. 
The government has, from the start, embarked on a policy which would 
encourage female participation in the labor force. Shaykh Zayid advocated 
time and again for women's involvement in ' national development, and he 
has urged educated women not to allow their skills to go to waste Many 
Prophetic sayings and Qur'anic verses are referred to as proof that wage-
earning employment is not forbidden by Islam nor considered shameful. The 
kind of official support extended to UAE women to encourage them to work is 
difficult to find in other Arab countries. UAE women have gained access to 
various occupations at different levels of employment. Although most of the 
select, high level positions are reserved for university graduates, in several 
UAE ministries women are admitted with few or no qualifications. 
The history of local women's participation in the formal sector dates back 
to 1964, before the formation of the UAE, when the Kuwait office hired two 
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women to teach at schools in Sharjah. These two, women were among the 
four secondary school graduates of Sharjah first female graduating class. 
According to a 1977 data, out of a total of 2,357 female instructors employed 
by the Ministry of Education, 199 or 8.4 percent were local women, and, of 
the administrative staff, 128 out of 551 female administrators, or 23 percent, 
were local women. At present, there is a strong preference for local women 
to take on the top positions in school administration. Therefore, after one or 
^ Annual Statistical Abstract, 1977, pp.279, 308, l82, I68, 444, 412 
Linda Usra SofFan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, Croom Helm London, 198O, p. 70 
Educational Abstract, 1976-77, pp.62-3 
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two years of teaching, a woman is usually promoted to assistant headmistress 
or even headmistress of a school. 
The Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs attracts the second-large group of 
local women (the Ministry of Education being the most popular), local women 
began working here when the Ministry was established in 1972. 
When the Emirates united in 1971, one of the first projects of the new 
Ministry of Health was to recruit young women for the increasing numbers of 
state hospitals being built. From Sharjah, again, came the largest number of 
recruits (eight), and women began to receive training, as nurse's aides for 
Sharjah's hospital in 1975. 
Because of the low social and moral esteem extended to nursing in the 
UAE and throughout the Middle East as a whole, since this job is often 
associated with servants' work, it will take time to bring about a change in 
attitudes. As a nurse must come in contact with men, an additional 
impediment to women's entrance into the field is posed. 
Local women first entered the field of nursing, albeit as nurse's aides, in 
1964, when, as a form of assistance in the area, before oil wealth or the union 
of the sheikhdoms, the Kuwaiti government built a 60-bed hospital in Dubai 
in 1963. Hospital representatives were sent to schools throughout the area to 
encourage females to enter the nursing field primarily because there was a 
great need for Arabic speaking nurses. Local women first began working in 
the Kuwait Hospital in 1964, when five young women from Sharjah were 
among the first to be employed, and they received training as nurse's aides by 
the professional medical staff. The Kuwaiti government even offered to finance 
'^  Ibid, p.72 
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the formal training of these women so that they could become registered 
nurses if their parents would allow them to study nursing abroad, but the 
families refused. Even after the establishment of the nursing school in Abu 
Dhabi, which has had its own share of problems recruiting students, parents 
still refused to allow their daughters to board away from home. 
Women have also been attracted to the field of radio and television 
broadcasting. The first local female to be employed as a radio broadcaster was 
a young woman from Sharjah. She was recruited by the British government to 
work at the radio station of the Trudal Oman Scouts(predecessor of the UAE 
Defense Force), which was opened in Dubai in 1967. The station was later 
taken over by the Ministry of Information and Culture when it was 
established at the time of the formation of the UAE in 1971. Since that time, 
the Ministry of Information and Culture has continued to recruit local women 
to work as news-broadcasters at stations throughout the UAE. 
To handle such work as the searching of female travelers at air ports, or 
those under arrest, the Ministry of the Interior began hiring local women in 
1973 as part of the local police units.' 
One completing a four-month training course, the same course given to 
male recruits, the first unit of police women graduated from Dubai in April 
37 
1978 and from Abu Dhabi in July 1978. The women have been posted to 
various police centers, and their duties include criminal investigations 
concerning women and juveniles, airport searches of women, administering 
Ibid, pp. 55-6 
37 
'Policewoman's Graduation', Eniirates News, April 13, 1978; and 'Women Police End Course' Emirates 
News, July 26, 1978, p.l. 
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driving license examinations for women, and working with imprisoned 
women. 
Rights Rendered to Women in the UAE Labor Force 
Of those women participating in the labor force, Arab women have long 
had the rights that Western women have been struggling to achieve for years. 
Equal pay for men and women performing the same jobs, the most important 
of these rights, has still not been fully implemented in the United States nor 
38 
in most European countries. Throughout the Arab World, and in the UAE in 
particular, equal pay for equal work has been a long-standing tradition. Arab 
women are also treated equally with men in regard to working hours, sick 
leave, holiday leave, weekly day off, reasons for dismissal, and so on. In 
addition, most individual Arab states have passed labor legislation which 
includes provisions for mother and child welfare, as well as maternity leave, 
sickness due to childbirth, nursing hours and nurseries. In this regard, the 
UAE grants leave for childbirth without determining the day when the leave 
begins, thus allowing the decision to be made by each individual woman, a 
policy which is in conformity with the labor standards of the International 
Labor Office. Through the implementation of such labor legislation, the UAE 
government is helping and encouraging the woman to take on the role of 
worker, as well as wife and mother, by guaranteeing her special rights so that 
she can handle home and employment responsibilities at the same time. 
38 
R.B.Ginsburg, The Status of Women in The American Journal of Comparative Law, Vol. 20, no. 4 (Fall 
1972), p. 587; and The Status of Women in Arab Law in the Light of UN Convention, p. 4. 
El-Sayed El-Tahry, The Working Women in the Arab Homeland, in International Women's 
/ News, February 1978, p.4 
Ibid, p. 5 
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Effect of Women's Employment on Family Life 
Education of females has an effect on marriage and family life, primarily 
in the form of delaying marriage and, perhaps, reducing the number of 
children born, so employment of females has its effects on marriage and 
family life. The first consistent effect has been a lowering of birth rates when 
women are ensured the right to equal work and equal pay. Two very strong 
tribal traditions as well as Islamic laws observed in the UAE are the right of 
women to inheritance and the right of women to control their own earnings. 
UAE women are completely free to enter independently into investment 
opportunities, and many do so. For the employed woman, her income is also 
hers alone and any contributions made to the family's budget are purely 
voluntary, as the man is considered completely responsible for financially 
providing for his family. The economic independence traditionally enjoyed by 
women of this area should prove an additional incentive to women's increased 
participation in the labor force, as it already has proven to be an incentive for 
women's growing involvement in the private investment sector. 
The UAE woman can also see herself in the roles of student, teacher, 
worker, or leader. The educational and employment opportunities now 
available in the Emirates have made it possible for them. In a conference 
paper presented in 2006 Raja Al-Gurg argues that now more women take 
pride in jobs. As is documented by the paper, women participation in 
economy and labour force is continuously on the rise: 
Development of Women Labor Force 
Year 1985 1995 2001 2002 2005 
%to total labor force 9-6% 11.7% 13.7% 14% 16.5% 
(Source: Raja Easa Al Gurg, UAE Women in Business: An Overview of the Past, Present & Future, 
Sydney Conference Paper, 2006) 
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what is most important when one is examining the role of UAE women in 
the economy, whether as part of the public labor force or private investment 
sector, is that neither Islam nor government policy is keeping them from 
becoming economically active. The Islamic religion bestows economic freedom 
upon men and women, and UAE government officials have been quick and 
wise in pointing this out. In any case, when a woman is denied the right to 
exercise this freedom by family members, the blame lies on tradition, and not 
on religion or government policy. Even a cursory glance at the changing 
gender scene is enough to to show that tradition has not been a real barrier to 
their sudden arrival on the economic horizon: 
UAE Women in Economic and Industrial Development 2005 
Indicator 
Work Force 
Construction 
Banking & Finance 
Insurance 
Industry 
Business women 
In private sector 
contribution 
16.5% 
8% 
37.5% 
7% 
2.1 billion Dirham 
10409 
18% 
(Source: Raja Easa Al Gurg, UAE Women in Business: An Overview of the Past, Present & Future, 
Sydney Conference Paper, 2006) 
With the passing of time and through the effects of equal educational 
opportunities in particular, it is likely that tradition will wield less and less 
weight against the forces of modernization, and that women's quantitative as 
well as qualitative input into the economy will rise. 
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The Emergence of New Emirati Women 
UAE development planners realized as early as in 1971 that without the 
participation of 50 percent of its citizenry, the UAE will remain helplessly 
dependent on cont inued expatriate assistance as the backbone of its labor 
force. A major difficulty faced by local UAE officials lay, and cont inues to lie, 
in getting the women themselves involved in improving their own status and 
then convincing men that their support and encouragement is also essential. 
The basic theme in most official s tatements regarding the role of women is 
that women have a responsibili ty to their families, as, well as to their society. 
Therefore, by enl ightening and educating themselves, women are not only 
helping to raise the status of their entire family, but are also s t rengthening 
UAE society in general. As an example of official policy concerning women, 
in one of his speeches concerning UAE women, Shaykh Zayid stated that: 
I am sure that the Arab women in our reviving country recognize the 
importance of keeping our genuine customs, which are derived from the 
teachings of true Islam; and that they know very well that Islam granted 
them fourteen centuries ago what the women in most advanced countries 
are trying to get now. Islam has known the importance and true value of 
women and I call upon my sisters and daughters allover the country to 
recognize that their responsibilities are great and are not less than those 
of men in this society. Women in Islamic and Arab history had a great 
role to play in the building of society. For this reason, the nation was 
great, eminent and proud. Hence we hope that women in the State of the 
United Arab Emirates will adopt this concept historically; and that they 
will revive the known glories of the Arab woman. 
Linda Usra SofFan, The Women of the United Arab Emirates, Croom Helm London, 1980, p.85 
Speech of Shaykh Zayid on the occasion of the founding of the United Arab Emirates, Women's Union in 
1975. Reprinted in The Women of the United Arab Emirates (Union of the Women's Societies of the UAE, 
Abu Dhabi, 1976), p.2 
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The resvJt of this encouragement is easily felt today as we find that three of 
every five students in public higher education in the United Arab Emirates are 
women. The vast majority (80 percent) of these young women are first-generation 
college students. Their fathers are more likely to have higher educational levels than 
their mothers, because Emirati men had access to education and diverse employment 
opportunities well before their female counterparts. The first school for men was 
established in the early 1950s, while women's schools opened their doors almost a 
decade later. Despite their late start, women have made monumental strides at all 
levels of the education system because of two factors. The first is the presence of 
strong support for education from the rulers of the Emirates. And the second and 
perhaps more potent reason is the availability of gender-segregated and cost-free 
primary, secondary, and tertiary education, which allows women of different 
socioeconomic and family circumstances to gain access to higher education. 
However, the apparent success of women in the educational arena has not 
translated into comparable increases in employment rates. Only 14.7 percent of 
Emirati women were in full-time employment in 2003, an increase of 5.1 percent 
from 9-6 percent in 1985. with the majority of women employed in the public sector 
as teachers or clerical workers. Private-sector employment has been largely 
dominated by male foreign workers, with less than 2 percent of Emirati nationals 
(both male and female) employed in that sector. 
The bleak picture of women and employment is not unique to the UAE but is a 
major issue in the Middle East and North African region, which has the lowest 
female labor participation rates in the world. A report published by the World Bank 
in February 2004, Gender and Development in the Middle East and North Africa: 
43 
http://www.bc.edu/bc_org/avp/soe/cihe/newsletter/Number45/p9_Abdulla.htm 
"" Ibid. 
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Women in the Public Sphere, states that for the past decade, the region's 
governments have spent an average of 5-3 percent of the GDP on education, the 
highest allocation in the world. This huge investment in education has closed the 
gender gap, with women outnumbering men in higher education institutions in 
several countries and has resulted in the largest increase in rate of employment over 
the last decade. Despite this increase, the female labor force participation in the 
region for the year 2000 stood at 32 percent, the lowest in the world. 
Access to Employment 
Three factors are said to be responsible for the low labor force participation 
rates of Emirati women. The first factor relates to the family, which is often labeled 
as the primary socioeconomic unit in the Arab world. The family plays a central role 
in the life of both men and women and is the sole institution through which 
individuals inherit their religion, social class, and cultural identities. Family interest 
overrides individual interest, and the family greatly affects the individual's attitude 
and choices. Family attitudes about female employment and a woman's abihty to 
combine both work and family responsibilities are often identified as key to 
accessing work and remaining within the labor force. 
The second element, closely related to the first, deals with the social conditions 
women need to comply with under the "code of modesty," which calls for the 
segregation of men and women in the quest to guard family honor. This code is 
adhered to in varying degrees by different groups within the society and confines 
women to seeking work in predominantly female work environments, such as 
schools. 
The third and final element refers to the competition of women for public-sector 
employment and their strong preference for civil service careers. This preference is 
due to civil service laws that protect indigenous workers and make it difficult for 
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employers to dismiss them without a legal battle. Public-sector employment also 
offers Emirati women a guarantee of employment even in cases of long absences due 
to sickness of immediate family members and paid maternity leave. However, 
throughout the 1990s, the government experienced decreased revenues as a result of 
falling oil prices, which led to the introduction of policies that limited the expansion 
of public-sector employment through automation of services and privatization, thus, 
sharply reducing the number of new hires and the possibility of employment in that 
sector. The largest employment growth area is in the private sector. Emirati women 
have limited access to private-sector jobs except for opportunities in the banking 
industry, where government-established policies require banks to maintain a 2 
percent national work force quota. The restrictions placed on Emirati women by 
their families and community, coupled with their preferences and lack of network 
ties within the private sector, does not place them in a favorable position for the 
future. 
The educational empowerment of UAE women have given them a chance to 
participate in the development of their society alongside men. Today UAE women 
are making their presence felt in society as civil servants, university professors, 
teachers, lawyers, engineers, doctors, under secretaries, business women, 
administrators, media and as members of the police force and the army. Despite the 
major advances, however, more needs to be done. For example, there remains a need 
to increase the apparent unwillingness of some well-educated women to take up 
employment. In 1985 females constituted 9-6 per cent of the labor force, by 1995 this 
figure had risen only to 11.7 per cent. In part, studies have shown that this is due 
to custom and tradition while economic prosperity also means that employment is a 
matter of choice, rather than of necessity. There are also indications that the 
http://www.bc.edu/bc_org/avp/soe/cihe/newsletter/Number45/p9_Abdulla.htin 
46 
http://www.uae.gov.ae/Govemment/women.htm 
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educational qualifications obtained by many of the UA E 's women are not always 
those most in demand in the job market. A significant number of UAE women also 
cease working after marriage and bearing children, partly because of an insufficiency 
of childcare centers and partly because of the well-founded belief that maternal care 
is likely to be more beneficial for their children. Another problem that has been 
identified is the need for women to take up employment in a wider range of 
professions. Civil Service Commission figures show that in 1996 44.3 per cent of 
federal government employees were women. In the same period over 65 per cent of 
teachers were female. 
Statistics indicate that more women opt for higher education than men. They 
have comprised 66 per cent of the total number of students according to a 2000 
figure. However, only 11 per cent of women are in the public sector and less than 
eight per cent in the private sector. 
Sociologists argue why such a high percentage of women go in for higher 
education but this is not reflected in the labor market. A survey conducted by the 
National Human Resources Development and Employment Authority (Tanmia) in 
August 2000 revealed that women were not staying away from jobs. It was just that 
they were not gettmg any. 
Over 400 women surveyed said they either weren't getting a job, or were finding 
it difficult to keep one because it interfered with social functions. The last census in 
1995 revealed that the largest unemployed group were national women constituting 
8.3 per cent, while jobless men accounted for less than 6 per cent. One out of 10 
" Ibid. 
48 
Gulf News online edition, Head of Special Reports DURAID AL BAIK investigates. Available at: 
http;//HTVTv.maflioum.com/press/50S2.htm 
^'ibid. 
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national women could not find a job suitable for her qualifications, compared to two 
r . 50 
out or 100 expatriate women. 
Citing a World Bank report, Dubai International Financial Centre governor 
Omar Bin Sulaiman said women were principal owners of over 4,000 firms surveyed 
in seven Arab countries. Unlike other regions, Sulaiman said, most of these 
businesses were large scale and the majority were managed by their female owners. 
In terms of investments, the UAE alone has more than 11,000 businesswomen 
managing investments worth more than US$4 billion. In his opening remarks to 
Arab International Women Forum (AIWF) Sulaiman noted: 
Women entrepreneurs in the Arab world are growing rapidly and dedicated 
investment funds such as Forsa (an exclusive investment fund for women 
investors and entrepreneurs) as well as conventional and Islamic banks are 
beginning to see them as a target group making finance available and boosting 
their numbers even further. " 
UAE Minister of Economy Sheikha Lubna Al Qasimi also noted that women were 
becoming proactive investors, as they now manage investments worth more than 
Dhl40 billion in the Gulf region: 
With better investment knowledge and more financial education, women have 
become very pro-active in seeking investment opportunities and are 
. 1 . . . . , . 54 
experimentmg with vanous opportunities to invest their money, 
^Ibid. 
'^ Gulf News (11/12/2007) 
http://uaeinteract.com/docs/Women_on_the_march_in_Gulf_business/27887.htm 
'' Ibid. 
53 
Omen bin Sulaiman opening remarks in of the Arab International Women's Forum (AIWF), Gulf News, 
11/02/07. 
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Source: Shaikha Lubna as reported in the Gulf News (11/12/2007) 
http://uaeinteract.com/docs/Women_on_the_march_in_Gulf_business/27887.htm 
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In the Gulf, 25 per cent of the workforce was women, with 4.5 per cent of them 
owning freehold businesses. In the UAE's small-to-medium enterprise sector, 
women comprised 50 per cent of the businesses. On the labour front, the Middle 
Eastern female labour force grew by 5-2 per cent from 2000 to 2005, compared with 
4.7 per cent during the 1990s. Women's workplace participation in the UAE also 
soared from 9.6 per cent in 1986 to over 33-4 per cent now. Women also held 30 per 
cent of all management positions and outnumbered the men in the UAE 
government sector. What these figures indicate is that the Arab World, as a whole, 
is currently witnessing one of the world's fastest growth rates in terms of developing 
human capital. According to Lubna, 
Gone are the days when women's role is limited to the home. With world-class 
education facilities right at our doorsteps, as well as increased political 
representation, there is now a greater understanding and acceptance of the 
needs and rights of women in the Arab World. 
Lubna herself has emerged as the success story of Gulf women who is not only 
the Minster of Economy but also named as 100 most powerful women. She is one of 
the five women in the Middle East considered by the US-based business magazine 
Forbes to be among the world's 100 most powerful women. The Forbes article 
credited Sheikha Lubna with creating more transparency and corporate governance 
in the UAE, and recognised her effective negotiation skills and intensive trade 
relations program that sees her travel to four countries each month to promote the 
UAE. 
Since becoming Economic Minister in 2004, H.E. Sheikha Lubna has been 
responsible for overseeing major economic growth within the UAE, and promoting 
^Ibid. 
^Ibid. 
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increased diversification of the country's economy. According to estimates fi-om the 
Central Bank of the UAE, 
tremendous growth in the last couple of years has boosted the per capita GDP 
to an all time high of USD 28,147 in 2005, compared with USD 24,380 in 
2004. The GDP is estimated to have grown by 14 per cent in 2006 to reach 
AED 553.4 billion, while in real terms the economy is estimated to achieve 9.7 
per cent growth rate during 2006 and 2007. 
As the first woman in the UAE's history to assume a cabinet position, H.E. 
Sheikha Lubna oversees the alignment of the UAE Government strategy with the 
country's current and future economic growth. According to another female 
minister, Maryam Mohammed Khalfan Al Roumi, Minister of Social Affairs Over 65 
percent of the total university graduates are women and they also constitute 22.5 
percent of the total members of the parliament and hold two important portfolios in 
the Federal government. She says that there are over 12000 members in the Business 
Women's Council in UAE and their total investment is valued at Dhs.lObillion. 
Much to the world's surprise even judicial and oil sector have recently been 
opened for women. Pioneering modernization in the judicial sector, the Department 
of Judiciary-Abu Dhabi has recently appointed two women as public prosecutors, 
the first women in the UAE to be hired to this position. The move came in Une with 
the Department's modernization efforts as well as Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al 
Nahyan's decree in late 2007 supporting efforts to expand opportunities for Emirati 
59 
w o m e n to a wide range of professions. T h e UAE ' s first w o m e n prosecutors , Aleya 
Source: DubaiCity.com 
http://www.dubaicity.com/news/UAE-Minister-of-Economy-among-world-100-most-powerful-women-4-9-
07.htm 
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(Emirates News Agency, WAM) 
http://uaeinteract.com/docs/Women_in_UAE_started_to_play_economic_role_even_before_oil_boom. 
_-_Maryam_Al_Roumi/27530.htm 
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Emirates News Agency, WAM 
http://uaeinteract.com/docs/Abu_Dhabi_appoints_UAEs_first_women_prosecutors/28263.htm 
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Saeed Al Ka'abi and Atiqqah Awad Al Katheeri, were recruited to help fulfil that 
vision. 
The traditionally male-dominated oil industry in the UAE has recently 
undergone the biggest transformation in its history - the introduction of female 
Emiratis. Oil companies have signed agreements with the 219 women undergoing 
training at the Petroleum Institute (PI), Abu Dhabi, to work in the industry after 
graduation. The recruitment marks a significant shift in the industry - since PI 
opened its doors in 2001, it has never had a woman graduate. 
The sea change comes as oil and petrol companies struggle to fUl key posts due 
to a global talent shortage. The women at PI are undergoing a four-year course and 
half of them have completed the first two years. As the price of oil has gone up, so 
too has demand for engineers and the salaries offered. 
Conclusion 
From the pearling and fishing economy to the emergence of a modern 
sophisticated economic base, women have played a very significant role. It was 
mainly because of the educational infrastructure and women only school that went 
hand in hand with the local traditions and customs. Nevertheless, the UAE women 
have displayed extraordinary talent as they outshined their male counterparts on the 
university campuses. Given the situation of women participation just 20 years ago, 
one re ally wonders how all happened at such a quick pace and so smoothly, without 
causing any social or political unrest. Today, UAE women can be compared with 
their sisters in any parts of the developed world. 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) said in its report on human 
resources in 2007- 2008 that the UAE is ahead of USA, the UK, France, Canada, 
http://www.zawya.com/stoiy.cfm/sidZAWYA20071215034200 
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Greece, the Republic of Ireland, Japan and Poland in regard to women 
representation in the parliament. 
Given this very encouraging situation for women in the UAE, for Emirati 
women, literally speaking, sky is the limit. Two Emirati women are set to make 
aeronautical history as they prepare to become the first female UAE national pilots 
to take to the skies. 
http://uaeinteract.com/docs/UAE_ahead_of_many_countries_in_womens_parliamentary_participation/ 
28037.htm 
Salma Mohammad Al Baloushi from Al Ain and Aisha Hassan Al Mansouri from Khor Fakkan said they 
cannot wait to graduate as pilots for Etihad Airways. "We are very proud to be representing the female 
population in the UAE." Etihad Airways welcomed the pair as its first female cadet pilots to the airline's 
innovative and expanding Emiratisation programme (Gulf News) 
http://uaeinteract.com/docs/Emirati_women_prepare_to_make_histo1y_in_the__skies/27343.htm 
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Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
LcBAhiC • 
ISRAEL 
JORDAN 
•Tatx* 
• OuDa 
"SiiSG' 
IRAQ 
IRAN 
FC-
H»i • 
Burayadan 
Medioa 
yimb^alBahr 
Jaddah* y * = " 
Ras al Kha i^ • 
AiJubtyt 
Ad Oammam* 
AlHuluf* 
RIYADH O : ^ 
rcusitii ouif 
m 
A*Tarf SAUOi ARABIA 
SUDAN 
nee 
Qizan 
rpiT'?'" '. 
''EMEN 
OMAN 
lAAtl/kll tE« 
Country at a Glance 
Population: 27,600,000 (22.0 million Saudis, 5-6 million foreign nationals) 
GDP Per Capita (PPP): $20,700 
Economy. Mixed capitalist-statist 
Polity: Consultative Religious monarchy 
Literacy: Male 84.7% / Female 70.8% 
Percent Women Economically Active: 22% 
Date of Women's Suffrage: No suffrage 
Women's Fertility Rate: 57 
Percent Urban/Rural: Urban 83% / Rural 17% 
(Source: Compiled with 2007 data from Population Reference Bureau & CLA World Fact Book) 
Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
The Background 
Saudi Arabia Comprises almost four-fifths of the Arabian Peninsula, an area 
approximately one-third the size of the continental United States. It is a 
Consultative Religious monarchy, headed by the Al Saud royal family, with a 
council of ministers. Geographically, it is situated in the southwestern part of Asia. 
The eastern part of Saudi Arabia is a plateau that begins with the great Nafud desert 
in the north, continues along the Arabian Gulf and culminates in the world's largest 
sand desert, the Rub Al-Khali (Empty Quarter), in the south. To the west of this 
plateau is the Najd, the heartland of the peninsula, known for its spectacular sand 
deserts. 
The capital city of Riyadh is located in Najd. A chain of mountains in western 
Saudi Arabia runs parallel to the Red Sea. The Hijaz region along the Red Sea 
contains the holy cities of Makkah and Madinah, the port city of Jeddah and the 
summer capital of Taif. 
Today the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia holds the world's largest reserves of 
petroleum (26% of proven total). Its annual purchasing power is about US$ 174 
billion and the share of the private sector economic activities has reached 46% of 
GDP. Saudi Arabia's fast growing population (27.6 million people today, compared 
The figure shows Feb 2005 data. http://www.moe.gov.sa/openshare/EngUshCon/About-
Saud/AboutSA.htm_cvt.html 
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to 12 million 20 years ago) have witnessed these changes within their own lifetime. 
Standards of living have improved dramatically as a result of comprehensive 
development programs. 
Saudi Arabia's strong roots in religious and tribal histories date back to the 
eighteenth century with the joining of the first Ibn Saud to Muhammad ben Abdel 
Wahab. Ibn Saud was the ruler of the town of Dariya in Najd. Muhammad ben 
Abdel Wahab was a religious reformer who unrolled the social practices of Turkish 
era. He was viewed as a Mujaddid, a voice that is sent by God at the on-set of every 
century to remind Muslims to return to the true revelations of the Qur'an. Together, 
these two formed the religious movement called Wahabi — also known as Salafi in 
the Arab world — which Saudi Arabia follows today. 
Presently, Saudi Arabia's status in the Islamic world is very strong and has also 
led to an increase in its participation in international relations. The King calls 
himself as the custodian of Makkah and Medina, the two cities where Islam was 
born in the sixth century being the birth place of Prophet Muhammad. Saudi Arabia 
is considered the keeper of the Islamic religion. With that title comes a great deal of 
responsibility including the preservation of the Muslim religion. 
As a means of preservation, Saudi Arabia has adopted the Qur'an and the 
Prophet's Hadith (written record of Muhammad's declarations) as its Basic Law of 
Government. It is based on equality in accordance with the Islamic Shari'a, or 
Islamic law. The State's role is to protect Islam and implement its Shari'a. The State 
will order its "people to do right and shun evil; it fulfils the duty regarding God's 
call,". The State will protect human rights as accorded by the Shari'a. 
Roula Baki, Gender-Segregated Education in Saudi Arabia: Its Impact on Social Norms and the Saudi 
Labor Market, Education Policy Analysis Archives, 12(28). Retrieved [Date] from 
http ://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/vl 2n28/. 
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There is constant contention in all Arab and foreign literature over the Islamic 
position on women. To understand this controversy, it is important to eschew all 
generalizations about women in Islam, and to understand first, what is the actual 
teaching of Islam and second, what is the Wahabi interpretation of Islam. 
Prior to the Qur'an, women lived in subjugation and degradation. The Qur'an 
gave women equal, but not identical, rights with men on personal, civil, social, and 
political levels. The Qur'an gave both genders duties to an equal degree. Women 
have the right to join in prayers in the mosque (religious temple) and to go on a 
pilgrimage to Meccah. Neither the Qur'an nor the Hadith prevented women from 
joining in public life. According to the Qur'an, Islam strongly believes in mandatory 
education for both men and women. A women needs to be educated in order to 
achieve perfection. Additionally, The Qur'an states that women have the right to 
work, and may work in commerce, industry, and agriculture as long as their work 
does not harm themselves, nor their family. 
Constitutional Protection & Rights to Women 
In Saudi Arabia, women are subject to tighter legal restrictions on personal 
behavior than are men, and laws in general are applied arbitrarily, with more 
latitude afforded to well-connected Saudi citizens than to foreigners. Article 8 of the 
country's Basic Law declares equality for all: "Government in the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia is based on the premise of justice, consultation, and equality in accordance 
with the Islamic Shari'ah". Islamic law in Saudi Arabia, however, does not offer 
equality to women. The text of the Quran and Hadith are often subject to individual 
interpretations that favor the position of men over women. At the same time, Saudi 
Arabia is a hierarchical society that privileges notables and the well connected over 
All citations of the Basic Law are from this source: 
http://www.mideastinfo.com/docunients/Saudi_Arabia_Basic_Law.htm 
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ordinary citizens and outsiders. It also favors a hierarchical family model that values 
obedience, with the younger deferring to the older and women deferring to men. 
Consequently, the biases built into the laws of the kingdom and into their 
application reflect the biases in both society and scripture. This is quite visible in the 
varying treatment of foreigners in Saudi Arabia, where workers are treated 
differently depending on their country of origin. 
While Saudi Islamic law does not ensure equal rights for men and women, the 
law is viewed as aiming to assure gender equivalence. This means that rights in law 
should be balanced according to the prescribed rights and duties of men and women 
in relation to each other. While most laws discriminate against women, the principle 
of equivalence is believed to sometimes work in women's favor. For example, while 
daughters inherit half of what sons inherit, by law women retain ownership of their 
own property after marriage and have no obligation to spend their wealth on behalf 
of their husbands or children. Married men, on the other hand, are obligated to 
provide the full maintenance of their families. Similarly, the principle that men are 
responsible for the protection of women means that in practice, men may be 
obligated to stand in for women when it comes to dealing with government 
bureaucracies or the courts. For instance, in Saudi Arabia, the head-to-toe dress code 
(niqab and abaya) is imposed on all women with the idea that it is a woman's 
obligation to ensure the moral behavior of men and protect the "honor" of her 
family. Should a woman be admonished by the mutawwa'in (the religious police for 
the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice) for not appearing sufficiently 
modest, or apprehended for immoral behavior such as eating in a restaurant with an 
unrelated male, it is usually the woman's male guardian or her mahram (her 
husband or closest male family relative) and not the woman herself, who is likely to 
be punished by the court with either fines or imprisonment. 
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As holders of Saudi nationality, women are at a disadvantage when it comes to 
gaining access to the benefits of the state. Saudi women who marry a non-Saudi are 
not permitted to pass their nationality on to their children, nor can their husband 
receive Saudi nationality. A man with Saudi nationality who marries a non-Saudi, 
however, is entitled to apply for, and receive, Saudi nationality for his wife and 
children. In 2002, women were allowed to apply for their own individual identity 
cards, although they must still obtain the permission of their mahram in order to do 
so. Before this, women appeared as nationals in state records only by virtue of being 
included as members of their father's family, making it difficult or impossible for 
widowed, abandoned, or single women to receive state subsidies or other benefits on 
their own. 
Women do not have equal access to the courts or an equal opportunity to 
obtain justice. Saudi women are not allowed to act as lawyers, and a woman seeking 
access to the courts must either work through a male lawyer, have a male relative 
represent her, or represent herself before a court of all-male judges. Consequently, a 
Saudi woman may be forced to provide intimate details of her legal, financial, or 
family affairs to male judges and lawyers. In cases involving divorce or child custody, 
women sometimes have to rely on their husbands, who are also their legal 
adversaries, to represent them. This, in effect, discourages Saudi women from 
pursuing access to justice at most levels. 
In the penal code, men and women are assigned punishments for crimes 
according to the Saudis' version of Shari'a. In some cases, the penal code prescribes 
equal punishment, and in others, the punishment is gender-specific. For example, 
for purposes of compensation in cases of accidental death or injury, a woman's 
worth is always figured at half that of a man's, as determined on analogy with the 
law of inheritance which is blatantly wrong. 
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Article 36 of the Basic Law prohibits arbitrary arrest and detention by any of the 
arresting authorities in the Saudi kingdom, including agents of regional governors, 
public security agencies, police departments, and drug, traffic, and passport agencies, 
in addition to the mutawwa'in. Nevertheless, laws and regulations are applied 
arbitrarily with reference to the status of individual litigants and defendants. 
Foreigners, Shi'a, and less-privileged citizens are subject to arbitrary arrest. 
During 2003, there were cases in which the mutawwa'in harassed, abused, and 
detained citizens and foreigners of both genders. Women of many nationalities were 
detained for what is considered inappropriate behavior, such as dining in restaurants 
with unrelated males, riding in a taxi with a male who is not their relative, or 
appearing in public with their heads uncovered. Offenses such as being alone in the 
company of an unrelated person of the opposite gender may be punished by caning. 
Global attention focused on the actions of the mutawwa'in in March of 2002, when 
they were accused of interfering in rescue efforts during a fire in a girls' public 
intermediate school in Mecca in order to enforce Saudi Arabia's obligatory Islamic 
dress code. Some of the fleeing girls were reportedly not wearing the required head 
coverings and abayas (long black cloaks). A report prepared by Mecca's Civil 
Defense Department noted that mutawwa'in were at the school's main gate and 
"intentionally obstructed the efforts to evacuate the girls. This resulted in the 
increased number of casualties." The fire claimed the lives of at least 14 girl students. 
Personal Freedom 
The first sentence that comes to mind and has been often used to describe the 
situation of women in the Kingdom is too familiar: 'women are deprived of the right 
to drive a car'. Saudi Arabia is the only country in the world that outlaws this right. 
And yes, depriving a woman of the right to drive serves the purpose of controlling 
her physical mobility and hence lessening her independence. But focusing on the 
right to drive misses the whole spectrum of the issue. Age and a valid driver's license 
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usually determine whether an individual can operate a vehicle, but in Saudi Arabia, 
women are prohibited from driving. A 2007 Poll results show that 66% of Saudi 
women and 55% of Saudi men agree that women should be allowed to drive a car 
by themselves. In light of the ban on female driving, such relatively high levels of 
public support are remarkable. Recently, several Saudi women founded a group to 
raise awareness about this issue. 
Both sexes also support the right to work outside the home. More than 8 in 10 
Saudi women (82%) and three-quarters of Saudi men (75%) agree that women 
should be allowed to hold any job for which they are qualified outside the home. As 
a point of comparison, in Iran, the gender gap on this issue is 17 points and in 
Egypt, it stretches to 21 points. 
The respondents were asked what rights they think should be guaranteed to women: 
Saudis who say the "agree" 
Women and men should have equal legal rights 
Women should be allowed to drive a car by 
themselves 
Women should be allowed to hold any job for 
which they are qualified outside the home 
Women should be able to hold leadership 
positions in the cabinet and the national council 
Women should be allowed to keep all earnings 
from their job for themselves and their husbands 
should support them and the household in full 
Women 
79% 
66% 
82% 
66% 
84% 
Men 
67% 
55% 
75% 
52% 
83% 
Gender g ^ (Points) 
12 
11 
7 
14 
1 
Magali Rheault, Saudi Arabia: Majorities Support Women's Rights December 21, 2007, 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/103441/Saudi-Arabia-Majorities-Support-Womens-Rights.aspx 
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In the case of divorce the children's financial 
support should be the full responsibility of their 
father even if their mother has custody 
June-Juty 2007 
GALLUP POLL 
89% 88% 1 
The title of the latest report of Human Rights Watch about women's conditions 
in Saudi Arabia, published in April 2008, shed the light on the core of the gender 
issue in the Kingdom: "Perpetual Minors; Human rights Abuses Stemming from 
Male Guardianship and Sex Segregation in Saudi Arabia". Women in the Kingdom, 
the report maintains, are systematically treated as perpetual minors through a 
system instituted by the state that infringes on their basic human rights: 
The Saudi government has instituted a system wrhereby every Saudi woman 
must have a male guardian, normally a father or husband, who is tasked -with 
making a range of critical decisions on her behalf This policy, grounded in the 
most restrictive interpretation of an ambiguous Quranic verse, is the most 
significant impediment to the realization of women's rights in the kingdom. 
The Saudi authorities essentially treat adult women like legal minors who are 
entitled to little authority over their own lives and well-being. 
In other vvrords, every adult Saudi v^roman, regardless of her economic or social 
status, must obtain permission from her male guardian to work, travel, study, seek 
medical treatment, or marry. She is also deprived from making the most trivial 
decisions on behalf of her children. This system is supported by the imposition of 
complete sex segregation which prevents women from participating meaningfully in 
pubUc hfe. Sex segregation is strictly monitored by the government's Commission 
for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice (the religious police) in all 
Human Rights Watch, "Perpetual Minors: Human rights Abuses Stemming from Male Guardianship and 
Sex Segregation in Saudi Arabia", 
New York, 2008 
Ibid, page 2. 
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workplaces with the exception of hospitals. Unlawful mixing between sexes leads to 
the arrest of the violators and criminal charges. The brutality of the members of this 
Commission and the unequal punishments men and women receive when 
committing the same 'crime of mixing' was best described by the Saudi writer Samar 
al-Muqren in her novel 'Ni'saa al Munkar — Women of the Abominable, published 
Q 
in 2008, which she wrote based on her work as a journalist. 
The ramifications of this system of male guardianship and sex segregation are 
felt by Saudi women in their daily lives. In the field of education, the general 
framework of education is tailored to reinforce discriminatory gender roles and what 
the authorities consider as suitable to 'women's nature and future role as wives and 
mothers'. 
In addition, women's and girls' access to education depends on the good will of 
male guardians, whose permission is essential for their educational enrollment. Sex 
segregation undermines women's right to equality in education especially when 
female university and professors are often relegated to unequcd facilities with 
o 
unequal academic opportunities. In the field of employment, the Saudi Labor Code, 
which came into force in 2006, repeated a former stipulation decreeing that in line 
with article 4 of the Code, which requires adherence to the Salafi understanding of 
the Sharia, 'women shall work in all fields suitable to their nature' (article 149). The 
result is that Saudi women continue to be marginalized almost to the point of total 
exclusion from the Saudi force. 
Ibid, pp. 2-3; p. 11; p. 14. 
o 
AI-Muqren, Samar, Ni'saa al Munkar — Women of the Abominable, in Arabic, Second edition, Beirut: Dar 
Al Saqi, 2008. 
Human Rights Watch, op., dt, pp. 14-15. 
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As said before, their participation in the Saudi labor force did not exceed until 
recently, 7%. One of the reasons of this low participation may be that both public 
and private sector require female staff to obtain the permission of a male guardian to 
be hired, and employers can fire a woman or force her to resign 'if her guardian 
decides for any reason that he no longer wants her to work outside the home'. 
However, in recent years, more Saudi women have been entering the labor force. 
And although less than 20% of women in Saudi Arabia participate in the workforce, 
they represent 31% of professional and technical workers, according to the United 
Nations' latest Human Development Report. Speaking at the Tallberg Forum this 
summer, Princess Deema Bint Turki Ben Abdul Aziz Al-Saud of Saudi Arabia told 
the audience that Saudi women "are able to achieve success in several areas of 
public and social life." For example, in 2005, female candidates ran for seats on the 
board of the Jeddah Chamber of Commerce and two women were elected, a great 
achievement in conservative Saudi society. Currently, four women sit on the board. 
As already pointed out, the Gallup findings reveal that there is no gender gap 
among Saudis with respect to attitudes toward women keeping their earnings. 
Eighty-four percent of Saudi women and 83% of Saudi men agree that women 
should be allowed to keep all earnings from their jobs for themselves and that their 
husbands should support their households in fiall. It is noteworthy that a law that 
appears to disadvantage men receives such strong support from them. 
'" Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
Magali Rheault, Saudi Arabia: Majorities Support Women's Rights December 21, 2007, 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/103441/Saudi-Arabia-Majorities-Support-Womens-Rights.aspx 
12 
Results are based on face-to-face interviews with 1,006 adults in Saudi Arabia in June-July 2007, aged 15 
and older. Magali Rheault, Saudi Arabia: Majorities Support Women's Rights, published on December 21, 
2007, http://www.gallup.com/poll/103441/Saudi-Arabia-Majorities-Support-Womens-Righu.aspx 
223 
In 2006, Dr. Ali Gomaa, the Grand Mufti of Egypt, issued a fatwa stating that 
women, under Islamic law, have the right to become heads of state in contemporary 
Muslim nations. But just as women have the right to keep what they earn or inherit, 
tradition in patriarchal, conservative societies may take priority over the legal codes. 
While the right for women to lead a nation is the issue that elicits the greatest 
differences of opinions between the sexes in Saudi Arabia, that a slight majority of 
men agree is remarkable. Sixty-six percent of Saudi women versus 52% of Saudi 
men agree women should be able to hold leadership positions in the cabinet and the 
national council. 
Male guardianship system jeopardizes Saudi women's fundamental right to 
health. Depending on the religious orientation of those working in hospitals, health 
officials may require guardian's permission for a woman to be 'admitted, discharged, 
or to administer a medical procedure on her or her children'. Women under this 
system are denied their legal capacities, rendering them unable to make decisions for 
themselves. And as legal minors their ability to access and engage with the courts 
and the government is severely constrained without a guardian. 
Some of these limitations border on absurdity; mostly they have grave 
consequences. For instance, women were granted in 2001 the right to an 
independent identification card; yet this right, which is optional, still requires a 
guardian's permission to be granted. More gravely, it is nearly impossible for victims 
of domestic violence to independently seek protection or obtain legal redress because 
the police often insist that women and girls obtain their guardian's authorization to 
file a criminal complaint, even when this complaint is against the guardian. 14 
Ibid., p. 20 
Ibid., pp. 22-25. 
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Since Saudi Arabia applies a personal law system based on the Hanbali School 
of Islamic Jurisprudence, the most strict and literal among the Sunni schools of 
jurisprudence. The result of which is that a male guardian has the unilateral 
authority to marry off his female ward without her consultation and to dissolve a 
marriage he deems unfit. Given the effects of this system of guardianship and 
segregation on women's lives, it comes as no surprise that the United Nations 
ranked Saudi Arabia 74th out of 75th countries with respect to gender 
empowerment in the year 2004; and that Saudi women activists have been most 
vocal against this system in their Shadow Report prepared for the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women CEDAW in its fortieth session, 2008. 
This principle of "imposing the guardianship of a male over the woman all her life 
in Saudi Arabia", they argued, is "linked to the inferior look to women and her 
17 
traditional role in society and family". 
The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 
picked on the same issue and specifically called on Saudi Arabia "to take 
immediate steps to end the practice of male guardianship over women... and to 
put into place without delay a comprehensive strategy ... to modify or 
eliminate negative cultural practices and stereotypes that are harmful to and 
discriminate against women and to promote women's full enjoyment of their 
human rights (...)". 
The Yoke of Tribal Values 
One of the most remarkable among the many and varied tribal customs that 
afflict the Saudi women in parts of Najd is one that forbids anyone at all seeing a 
'^  Ibid. pp. 29-30. 
Ibid, p 17. 
The Shadow Report for CEDAW, prepared by Saudi Women for Reform, December 2007, p. 1. 
l8 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, "Concluding Comments of the 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women", Fortieth session, 14 January-1 February 2008, CEDAW/C/SAU/CO/2, pp. 3-4. 
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woman's face. In parts of the Al-Kharj region, not even a woman's husband and 
children are permitted to see her face uncovered. In interviews with Al-Kharj 
residents, Sayidaty, a sister publication of Arab News, heard that often the first time 
19 
even a daughter sees her mother's face is after the mother's death. Although they 
come into this world unveiled, once a woman from this tribal region begins her 
menses, she puts on the veil and it remains on her face until the day of her death. 
Even when she comes of marriageable age and the marriage is arranged (within the 
tribe) it is very unlikely that her husband will ever see her unveiled as well. This 
woman is also unlikely to unveil with her children either. 
The younger generation, however, is becoming more liberal in the sense that 
some may only take veil when out among those not within the immediate family 
circle. In an interview to the Sayidaty magazine Hissa Al-Massareir recounts: "I 
always dreamt of seeing my mother's face because I am a woman like her". But 
because of customs and traditions in the family, this was impossible. It was only 
when my mother died that my dream came true," she added. Muhammad Abdullah, 
a native of Al-Kharj had never seen his wife's face: 
"We've been married for ten years and I've never seen it, not once," he said. 
The burqa — the garment that covers all of head except the eyes — "is stuck 
to her face 24 hours a day," he said. "One day I tried to remove the burqa 
while she was asleep. She was furious. She left and went to her parents' house 
and returned only after I had signed an undertaking that I would never attempt 
to do such a thing again." 
People of the tribe justify it as part of their cultural heritage. Women of this tribe 
are doubly burdened as they have to throw the yoke of tribal customs as well as to 
face the general patriarchal culture. 
19 
Raid Qusti, Tribal Custom Means a Husband Never Sees His Wife's Face, Arab News, 4 September 2003 
" Ibid 
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The Misyar Marriage 
Yet another social institution that frustrates Saudi women is Misyar marriage. 
Legalized in Saudi Arabia by a fatwa issued by Sheikh Abdel Aziz bin Baz, Misyar 
marriage is a relatively recent phenomenon on the rise. This institution is essentially 
anti-woman as it asks women to relinquish some of their rights as wife. In such 
marriages, the woman relinquishes some of the rights that Islam grants her, such as 
the right to a home and to financial support from her husband, and, if he has other 
wives, the right to an equal part of his time and attention. In most cases, these 
marriages are secret, without the knowledge of the man's other wives - even though 
a marriage contract is drawn up in the presence of witnesses, and although consent 
is commonly obtained from the woman's guardian, and the marriage is registered 
and documented at the courthouse. Demand is high for misyar marriages on online 
matchmaking sites, as well as through services using text messages and email 22 
21 
A Misyar Marriage is a unique Sunni Muslim innovation. The term misyar in colloquial Arabic in the Gulf 
states means "visit." The term shows that these marriages are based on visits by the husband to the wife, and 
not on life together in one home. Misyar marriage is defined as an official marital "relationship" between a 
man and a woman who do not live together, and where the husband is not financially responsible for a 
Misyar wife. Misyar can be a temporary arrangement, but unlike the Mut'a marriage, which ends on the 
expiration date of the contract, the Misyar has no certain date for divorce, and it is up to the man to divorce 
his wife whenever, or if ever, he feels like doing so. The difference between a Misyar marriage and a normal 
marriage, is that the couple does not live in one household but remain on a visitor's basis. 
The practive of Misyar marriage is often different from the original intent for creating this institution. 
Wealthy Kuwaiti and Saudi men sometimes enter into a Misyar marriage while on vacation. They believe 
that this allows them to have sexual relations with another woman without committing the sin of adultery. 
They travel to poor countries, such as Egypt or Syria, and meet middlemen who arrange the marriage for 
them. Sometimes the husband keeps the wife for next vacation and sends her some money now and then. 
Many Misyar wives hope to win the love of their husbands so that they may live with them. Since the wife 
knows that she will most likely be divorced, but she does not know when, most Misyar wives take care to 
prevent pregnancy. 
22 
The Saudi daily Al-Watan, for example, reported on emails offering services providing religiously valid 
misyar marriages to a virgin for 4,500 riyals, and to a non-virgin for 3,000 riyals. See Al-Watan (Saudi 
Arabia), April 29, 2006. 
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In a fatwa issued on April 10, 2006, the institute of Islamic Religious Law, 
which is a part of the Muslim World League in Mecca, permitted marriages in 
which "the woman relinquishes a home, financial support, and her part [in joint life] 
with her husband, or part of it, and consents to the man's coming to her home 
whenever he wants, day or night." The fatwa also permitted marriages known as 
"friend" marriages, in which "the girl remains at her family's home and she and the 
man meet any time they want, either at her home or anywhere else, as they have no 
23 
[joint] home and livelihood." 
Advocates of misyar marriage argue that such marriages meet the needs 
primarily of women who have little chance of finding a husband for ordinary 
marriage. These include widows, divorcees, and especially single women who are 
beyond marriageable age [awanis]. Those opposed to misyar marriage - including 
the vast majority of women - claim that it exploits the difficult social situation of 
unmarried women in Arab society, and is designed primarily to satify men's lust, 
with no concern whatsoever for women's needs and the needs of children born of 
these marriages. Since the fatwa was issued, the number of misyar marriages has 
increased in Jeddah, particularly among women aged 30 to 40. According to Sheikh 
Abd Al-Karim Al-Ghamidi, who oversees and coordinates all marriages in Jeddah, 
most of the women seeking these marriages are businesswomen, teachers, doctors, 
nurses, and widows. 
^^  http://www.themwl.org/Fatwa/default.aspx?d=l&cidi=l62&l=AR&cid=13, April 10, 2006. 
The phenomenon of the "older single woman" is extremely widespread in Arab society. Saudi author 
Maram 'Abd Al-Rahman Makawi has pointed out a number of the main causes of the problem in Saudi 
society: objections on the part of the woman's guardian to her marriage due to tribal, regional, racial, color, 
or familial considerations; objections to her marrying a non-professional or a manual laborer; exaggerated 
dowry demands; objections to her marrying someone she loves in order to punish her; and objections to her 
marrying a non-Saudi. See Al-Watan (Saudi Arabia), March 5, 2006. 
Al-Madina (Saudi Arabia), July 13, 2006. 
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Saudi author Dr. Ibtisam Halwani, who researched the phenomenon and 
published a number of articles on the subject, found out the following about misyar 
marriages: 
Most of the women in these marriages are non-Saudis, and are from a certain 
few large cities; in some misyar marriages, the woman relinquishes only some 
of her rights; many marriage contracts are made not in the presence of the 
woman's guardian, but in the presence of a public official; some women in 
misyar marriages demand a divorce after a while so as to remarry and obtain a 
new dowry; many men set conditions for the woman, such as "if the 
knowledge of the marriage gets out, you are divorced," or "if you get pregnant, 
you are divorced"; many of the men divorce when it is even suspected that 
news of the marriage has reached the families; many students from out of tovm 
seek misyar marriage; and most misyar marriages end in divorce. 
In the Saudi daily Al-Watan, Maram Abd Al-Rahman Makawi, a Saudi author, 
explained that there was no difference between misyar marriage and the mut'a 
marriage forbidden by Sunni Islam. She wrote: "What is strange is that we very 
often condemn those from other schools of religious thought [i.e. Shi'ites] because 
[they agree to] mut'a marriage. Even though I am completely opposed to this kind 
of marriage, I respect the fact that they call things by their name.... And Aisha Al-
Mari wrote in her column in the UAE daily Al-Ittihad: 
There is no doubt that the chauvinist societies find justification for depriving 
women and children of their rights in favor of the man's free enjoyment. We 
don't even call this prostitution, because prostitution is [at least] for pay... 
There must be no exploitation of social problems such as the problem of older 
single women such that the woman relinquishes her rights and the rights of 
her children. Society must examine the roots of the problem and deal with 
them - and not skip over them with an additional deprivation of women's 
27 
rights... 
2 6 , 
27 
Okaz (Saudi Arabia), June 6, 2006. 
Al-Ittihad (UAE), May 15, 2006. 
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Reports in Saudi papers show that seven out of 10 marriages here are misyar 
28 
marriages. Some Arab dating sites cater specifically for misyar liaisons, such as 
www.alzawaj.com where a 42-year-old Saudi man with six children placed an 
application to marry a conservative woman in the 'misyar' way. On www.zojah.com, 
a girl called "the girl of Jeddah" wrote, "I'm l8, from Jeddah and I want a romantic 
man for 'misyar' marriage." An Arab News survey on misyar marriages showed that 
over 60% of men would consider a misyar marriage for themselves, but not for their 
sisters, sons or daughters. 
Another way this legal union is being abused in the Gulf is when rich Saudis or 
Kuwaitis pop over to poorer countries such as Yemen, Syria or Egypt to indulge in a 
summer of fiin. A study of the practice by Fuad al-Shibami, a lecturer at Ibb 
university in Yemen, showed that 65 percent of the victims of such marriages were 
30 
under 24 years of age. "There is a common denominator between those summer 
husbands — they like marrying very young girls to satisfy their sexual lust and 
desire," the study said. "Their prime goal in marrying such youngsters is sexual, 
with no consideration for social, religious or human aspects of the unions." 
The wealthy Arabs meet middlemen (sometimes arranged online) who arrange a 
marriage for them in another country. The middleman brings some girls and they 
pick the one they like most. The couples spend their honeymoon in hotels and then 
the grooms return to their own countries saying they will make arrangements and 
send for their brides soon. They explain they need to arrange visas and make 
promises of a better life when they are reunited with their new young wives. Most of 
28 
http://www.women24.com/Women24v2/ContentDisplay/w24v2_ArticleCapture/0„9549,00.html 
29 
http://www.women24.coni/Women24v2/ContentDisplay/w24v2_ArticleCapture/0„9549,00.htmI 
Nabil Sultan, SOCIETY-YEMEN: Time To End Tourism Marriages, 
http://ipsnews.net/intema.asp?idnews=29207 
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the girls never hear from the men again, or they're left at the border and the guards 
31 have to call their fathers to come and fetch them. 
Inside the country while this institution subjugates women, the misyar beyond 
the Saudi borders leaves a legacy with its psychological scars back home on the 
conscience of man, thus creating a breed of men of perplexed or mixed loyalties. 
The Saudi State and Women's Rights 
As the alliance between the Al-Saud family and the religious establishment 
32 
continues today, so does the male control over women. The Wahabi ulema control 
rehgious institutions, and key positions in the government, including justice and the 
educational system, as well as various other privileges and rewards. Given this 
division of roles, it was no coincidence that the rules governing women's lives were 
shaped by the perception of the Wahhabi religious establishment. The Saudi royal 
family may be indifferent to the question of women, but the religious establishment 
is not. Women subordination to men is integral to its world view. On the other 
hand, both, the royal family and the religious establishment, has an interest in 
keeping the family structures as they are. Saudi Kings have been less inclined to take 
positions that revealed outright rejection to women's participation in the society. As 
a matter of fact, while their positions fluctuated between cautious liberalism and 
deep conservatism (depending on the personality of the King himself), as a rule, 
they have often taken steps to ease the restrictions imposed on women. These steps 
http://www. women24.com/Women24v2/ContentDisplay/w24v2_ArticleCapture/0„9549,00.html 
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its wider sense is used to refer to recognized rehgious scholars: judges (qadis), imams (preachers), rehgious 
lawyers, religious teachers, etc. They include the twenty five members of the Council of the Assembly of 
Senior Ulama, a council established in 1971 by King Faisal to promote regular consultation between the 
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Higher Council of Qadis, the Institute for Scientific Study, the Bureau of Religio-Legal Opinion and the 
Supervision of Religious affairs etc. Also among the ulama are members of the influential Al al-Sheikh 
family, the descendants of the great salafi reformer - Mohammed ibn Abd al-Wahhab. 
231 
have never exceeded a certain boundary though - the boundary set by the reUgious 
establishment. For example, it was King Faisal (1964-1975) serving as a prime 
minister at the time who decided with a royal decree issued in 1959 to establish girls' 
schools for the first time in the history of the Kingdom. Prior to that date, girls used 
to learn reading and writing and reciting Quran in religious small classes called 
Katatib. These Katatib used to teach boys and girls together in the Eastern Part 
while girls were taught segregated in the Najd region. 
The decision was faced with violent protest by conservative religious forces to 
the extent that girls had to be accompanied by members of the National Guard to 
the newly opened schools. King Faisal's strong personality and his mother's blood 
relationship with the al-Sheikh family (the family of Mohammed ibn Abd al-
Wahhab) enabled him to face up to the pressure of the religious establishment. Yet 
he did not hesitate afterwards to entrust the religious establishment with the 
supervision of female education, allowing them in fact to dictate the substance of the 
education given to girls. As a result, the first objective of the Saudi Female 
Education Program is "to give girls a clear understanding of their responsibilities 
towards their children, their own home, and society". Likewise, the reforms 
promised by King Abdullah (2005- till date), who has positioned himself prior to the 
death of his brother King Fahd as a supporter of 'cautious reforms', these reforms 
remained to a great extent unheeded. One of the steps that he decreed in his 
capacity as a Crown Prince was the dedication of the Third National Meeting for 
Interview with Wajeha Al Huwaider, op., cit, Al Harbiy, Bint Mukhalad.Dalal, famous Women ofNejd, 
in Arabic, Riyadh: Dar King Abd Al Aziz, 1998, p. 146. 
Mona Al Munajjed, Women in Saudi Arabia Today, Britain: Macmillan Press, 1997, p.67; Prokop, 
Michaela, "The War of Ideas: Education in Saudi Arabia", in Aarts, Paul & Nonneman, Gerd (eds.), Saudi 
Arabia in the Balance: Political Economy, Society, Foreign Affairs, London: Hurst & Company, 2005, p. 63; 
Al Yousef, Nora, "The Privacy of Saudi Woman", in Arabic, Al Watan newspaper, 23ed June, 2004; Manea, 
Elham, pp. 74-75. 
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Dialogue, which took place in Jeddah in June 2004, to the situation of women in the 
Kingdom. The aim of the meeting was to discuss the discrimination endured by 
women and suggest solutions that can reform their condition. Despite the 
participation of women activists and liberal reformers in the Forum, it was the 
conservatives and the representatives of the religious establishment who dictated the 
terms of the meeting and wrote the 'toothless' recommendations issued at the 
conclusion of the forum. Several Saudi news reports indicated that the reformers 
rejected the recommendations, but "were forced to endorse them". 
As these two examples demonstrate, it is safe to argue that Saudi leaders have 
often tried to introduce some measures of improvement to alleviate the situation of 
women, yet constantly and very tellingly they relented and let the religious 
establishment dictate the substance of these measures. The religious establishment, 
on the other hand, has always been clear about its perception of where a woman 
should belong. Its world view towards women is exemplified by a book entitled The 
Happiest Woman in the World written by Aiedh Alqarni - a famous Wahhabi 
preacher. Its message was simple: The happiest woman in the world is a woman 
who fiilfills her Sunni/Wahhabi Islamic religious duties, stays home, does not mix 
with men, takes care of her family, be patient, do not get angry, and makes sure that 
her husband is satisfied with her. One indication supporting this opinion is how a 
woman should do everything she can to please her husband. If she wants to 
guarantee her happiness in the afterlife, she has to ensure her husband's satisfaction 
with her in this life! 
"Do you not know that if a husband became angry with his wife, she will be 
cursed in the Old Testament, the Bible, al Zabour, and the Quran; she will 
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Alzayd, Ali and others, "Disputes disrupt the Discussion of the Recommendations and lead to unknown 
results for the Third Meeting of 
the National Dialogue", In Arabic, Al Watan Newspaper, 15th June, 2004 
Algami, Aiedh, The Happiest Woman in the World, in Arabic, Seventh Edition, Beirut: Alrayan, 2005 
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suflfer when she dies, and her grave will become narrow. Oh, blessed is a 
37 
woman whose husband is satisfied with her (sic!)." 
Obedience to man is necessary according to this view "because God has created the 
man stronger than the woman in his endurance, mind, and physical strength; and 
created the woman emotional, impassionate, lacking the physical energy a man has, 
and she is to a certain extent moody than he is; this is why the house is her place. 
And the woman who loves her husband and children does not leave her home 
TO 
without a reason, and she never mixes with men (sic!)." 
Woman's subordination to man is thus integral to the worldview of the 
Wahhabi religious establishment. Nevertheless, while this religious establishment's 
perception may differ from that of the royal leaders towards the role of women and 
the limits imposed on her, both have an interest in keeping the social structure as it 
is. 
Simply put, controlling women's civil and legal lives through the institution of 
male guardianship serves the purpose of keeping the supremacy of the Najd region 
in the Kingdom — the power base of the Saudi dynasty. 
The Male Guardianship: Broader Implications 
Male guardianship over women is instrumental in preventing intertribal, 
regional and inter-sectarian marriages. Two recent cases of 'forced divorce' given 
39 
high profile in Saudi press illustrate my point. The first case concerns the forced 
divorce of a 34-year-old Fatima ' Azzaz from Mansour al-Timani. Fatima ' Azzaz's 
half-brothers took legal action following the death of their father, claiming that 
Mansour had misrepresented his tribal affiliation when he asked for permission to 
marry Fatima, and that he in fact belong to a tribe lower genealogically than theirs. 
'^ Ibid, p. 110 
^ Ibid. 
Human Rights Watch, op. cit., pp, 30-31; The Shadow Report for CEDAW, p. 13-14. 
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while Fatima informed the judge at a court in the northern city of Juf that she 
wanted to remain married, he ruled in favor of the brothers and ordered the divorce 
in August 2005. Fatima remains to date imprisoned with her children for rejecting 
the court verdict. 
The second case concerns the forced divorce of Laila bent Muhammad Fayez 
Assiri (who is Sunni) from her husband Ala Allah bin Hassan bin Fnis al-Fnis (who 
is Shiiti/Ismaeli) in the Asir region. Despite her father's consent to the marriage, a 
Judge passed a sentence in April 2006 ending their marriage of one year because of 
their sectarian difference. The sentence is based on many Wahhabi religious edicts 
that prohibit inter-sectarian marriage. 
One such edict is that of Sheik Muhammad Bin Ibrahim Aal-sheikh, which 
states 'the (marriage) contract is invalid for the reason of religious incompetence 
since Shiites are not as competent as Sunnis'. The two cases highlight a fact that is 
starting only lately to come to light. Marriage among Saudis has been done along 
tribal and sectarian lines. A woman can only marry a man from a suitable tribal Une 
and who belongs to the same religious denomination. Crossing these social 
boundaries is very rare. If a woman decided to break these 'rules', as Fatima in the 
first case did, her male guardian has the right to ask for the dissolvent of the 
marriage, and his wish will be granted. And in cases where the families decide that 
the sectarian differences are of no importance, the religious authority takes it upon 
itself to interfere, as it did in the second case, and annuls inter-sectarian marriages. 
In other words, the regional and sectarian divisions of the Kingdom are being 
perpetuated through a control system, which gives the ultimate authority to the male 
guardians and the Wahhabi establishment. These marriage rules, I repeat, are 
instrumental in preserving the hegemony of the Najd region in the Kingdom, for 
40 
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they have kept its tribal lineage intact and prevented its members from 
intermarrying from other regions. Mai Yamani remarked in her book Cradle of 
Islam: The Hijaz and the Quest for an Arabian Identity, that the Hijazi marriages 
were in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries more flexible and did not 
pay much attention to 'origins'. Being a Muslim regardless of origin provided a 
sufficiently strong basis on which to enter a marriage. This openness, however, had 
changed after the establishment of the Kingdom and was replaced with strict rules to 
match those of the Najdi. 
The Islamic Shariah which is the ultimate reference point for any Muslim, as 
interpreted by the Salafi jurists clearly bears a pro-male color. It favors males in 
matters of marriage, divorce, child custody, and inheritance. Marriage is recognized 
by a contract between the husband-to-be and the mahram of the intended bride. The 
marriage contract provides room for the amount of the mahr (money or other 
valuables gifted to the bride-to-be by the prospective husband, which she is legally 
entitled to retain) and allows for the insertion of marriage stipulations. An example 
of these stipulations could involve the husband-to-be's pledge that should he choose 
to take a second wife, the bride would be entitled to an automatic divorce. 
Stipulations that run counter to the Saudis' version of Shari'a, however, may be 
disallowed in a Saudi court. The marriage contract requires the bride to specify 
whether she is a virgin, widow, or divorcee, but does not require the husband to do 
the same. While the formal contract seems rigid and excludes the bride, the contract 
itself is merely the legal confirmation of decisions taken jointly by two families, and 
most often today, jointly by the husband-to-be and his prospective bride. The degree 
to which a woman participates in decisions surrounding her own marriage depends 
entirely on her family and her own personal situation. 
The husband is entitled to a divorce without explanation simply by registering a 
statement of his intention with a court and repeating it three times. By law, a man is 
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obligated to provide maintenance for his wife for a period after divorce, but there are 
no enforcement mechanisms. The wife, by contrast, may obtain a divorce only if her 
husband granted her the right of divorce at the time of the signing of their marriage 
contract. She may also buy her way out of the marriage through a method known as 
khul, in which a wife usually must forgo all her maintenance rights and mahr. 
A woman is constrained in seeking a divorce, or in leaving a husband who has 
taken a second wife, because her children legally belong to the children's father, and 
so to leave him means to give up her children. For Saudi women nationals, there are 
some mitigating factors such as family influence in negotiating with, or in some 
cases, buying off either the court officials or the husband. In addition, some judges 
may decide to consider the fitness of the parents in awarding custody. Nevertheless, 
even in cases in which the father is patently unable to parent properly, paternal 
grandparents may have a prior claim to the children over the mother. Non-
nationals, mostly foreign women because Saudi women rarely marry foreign men, 
have few options, and once the father has physical custody of the children inside the 
kingdom, there are no legal avenues within the Saudi justice system to pursue 
custody. 
In April 2004, television host Rania al-Baz broke the wall of silence when she 
allowed photographs to be made public of her battered face after she had been 
beaten and choked by her husband. Despite the outpouring of interest and 
sympathy that the disclosure evoked, the al-Baz incident may not have established a 
precedent for other women to come forward, or have changed social attitudes 
toward domestic violence. The outcome of the al-Baz case illustrates how powerful 
these social constraints continue to be for women and how domestic violence 
Souheila Al-Jadda, Saudi TV host's beating raises taboo topic: domestic violence against Muslim women, 
Christian science Monitor, May 12, 2004 edition http://www,csmonitor.com/2004/0512/p09s01-coop.html 
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continues to be viewed as a family matter. Al-Baz's husband was sentenced to only 
six months and 300 lashes and was then released after serving only half that 
sentence once he worked out an arrangement with al-Baz, who wanted a divorce and 
custody of her sons. 
Women in Economic Arena 
The Saudi Arabian law and the Salafi interpretation of Shari'a provide women 
with the right to own and manage their property and other assets, including real 
estate, the mahr given at marriage, and earned income. 
But the requirement for unrelated men and women to be separated in all public 
places, including the work place, government ministries and offices, retail 
establishments, hotels, restaurants, recreational facilities, and banks, greatly affects 
women's ability to independently own and use their assets, income, and property. 
Based on gender-segregation rules and the mahram nJe placing women under the 
legal guardianship of men, there is an additional requirement that a woman who 
wants to go into business must hire a male manager before receiving a commercial 
license. This Hindus women citizens to have fixll access to their economic 
opportunities. 
Saudi customs involving gender-segregation have softened in some circles over 
recent years. Saudi women have reappeared on local television, and women health-
care professionals, including doctors and nurses, administrators, lab technicians, and 
social workers, work in a completely mixed-gender environment in government 
hospitals. The government is actively searching for ways to increase women's 
participation in the work force and has established industrial projects to employ 
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women. 
Javid Hasan, "Saudi Women Make Debut in New Professions," Arab News, 28 August 2004. 
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Despite a growth in the number of employed Saudi women, the state estimates 
that nearly six times more Saudi men were employed in the kingdom than Saudi 
women in 2002. The state also estimates that despite the vast diversification of 
educational opportunities, less than 10 percent of Saudi women over the age of 15 
are in the work force. The lack of Saudi government-approved "legitimate" (i.e. 
gender-segregated) places of work is a major obstacle to women's employment. 
Women are mainly supposed suitable in education industry. Potential employers 
are also hindered by the intricacies of the burdensome mahram system required for 
women working in business. Employers' reluctance to set up a complex gender-
segregated work facility for women is another obstacle. Finally, the labor law, while 
beneficial to women workers with its generous maternity leave and time off during 
the work day for nursing, is at the same time a deterrent to hiring women in the 
private sector due to the financial burdens these benefits place on prospective 
employers. 
Women bounce back on the Educational Horizon: 
Finding themselves in an atmosphere of Social and cultural suppression, women 
have taken advantage of the educational avenues available to them. The government 
of Saudi Arabia has always recognized the importance of providing educational 
opportunities to girls as well as boys. Promoting the concept of equal educational 
opportunities for the sexes posed a problem but one that was ameliorated by Islam's 
insistence on the importance of learning in general (Muslims are exhorted "to seek 
In 2002, there were 465,338 Saudi women employed in comparison to 2,683.381 Saudi men. See, "Labor 
Force (15 years and older) by administrative area, nationality, and sex, 2002," in Social Statistics Labor Force 
5u/ve^(Riyadh: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Ministry of Economy and Planning, Central Department of 
Statistics), http://www.planning.gov.sa/statistic/sindexe.htm. 
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knowledge from the cradle to the grave") and the high status accorded to women 
within Islamic society in particular. 
Girl's education was developed gradually in order to fulfill the social and 
economical requirement for the state. We could perceive that through the 
achievements of the General Presidency for Girls Education, the number of schools, 
colleges and institutions allocated for girl education in the Kingdom has increased 
remarkably. The figures will show how educational opportunities for girls were 
developed between 1970 and 2000. 
Male & Female Students in Saudi Arabia 1970 - 2000 
Year 
1970 
1975 
1980 
1985 
1990 
1995 
2000 
Male 
412,000 
673,000 
951.000 
1,273,000 
1,624,000 
2,022,000 
2,405,000 
Female 
135,000 
311,000 
511,000 
876,000 
1,310,000 
1,912,000 
2,369,000 
Total 
547,000 
984,000 
1,462,000 
2,149,000 
2,934,000 
3,934,000 
4,774,000 
Source: Kingfididbinabdulaziz.com 
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Given the history of modern education and local resistance, the achievements 
during the 30 years are remarkable. 
In 1952 public education was established for boys. Eight years later, girls were 
finally allowed public education. This was met with staunch opposition from some 
parts of the kingdom, where nonreligious education was viewed as useless, if not 
actually dangerous, for girls. But even after this was allowed the number ratio of 
girls to boys in schools was very dramatic, reflecting the oppositional attitude the 
public at large held regarding the education of females. In I96O, the percentage of 
school-age boys and girls in primary school enrollments was 22 percent of Saudi 
boys to 2 percent of girls. 
These numbers make sense when we put it in perspective of the popular attitude 
regarding women's education at the time. Even in official policy, the goal of 
women's education was stated as ideologically tied to reUgion: "the purpose of 
educating a girl is to bring her up in a proper Islamic way so as to perform her duty 
in life, be an ideal and successful housewife and a good mother, ready to do things 
which suit her nature such as teaching, nursing and medical treatment." 
However, in practice, educational options for girls at the pre-coUege level were 
almost identical to those for boys, and the goal that was created 50 years ago is 
changing into more involvement of women in society development through their 
contributions in almost all fields. Women's education has come a long way since the 
day people were opposed to girls learning in public schools. 
Presently, there are various kinds of institutions of higher education in Saudi 
Arabia. Eight universities (males and females) are under the supervision of the 
Ministry of Higher Education, while the others are run by other government 
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agencies or ministries. The Ministry of Education manages and finances 50 women's 
colleges of education and supervises l8 teachers' colleges. 
Between 1983 and 1989, the number of women students at universities had 
increased from 20,300 to 47,000. In 1989 the number of graduates from all of the 
kingdom's colleges and universities was almost the same for men and women. By 
2005 the number of female students has reached 334817. In addition to traditionally 
female fields, such as education, languages, and other humanities, women are 
offered traditionally male fields, such as, medicine, computer and sciences. 
Currently, the number of female students majoring in statistics and mathematics 
equals five times the number of males, and the number of female graduates 
constituted 58% of all university graduates. 
In science and technology too women have made considerable strides, as evident 
from the chart below. Yet there are issues of serious concern. For example, school 
enrollment for girls at the primary level is at an impressive 91%, but drops 
dramatically at the tertiary level, with enrollment at only 7%. In 1995-96, of the total 
student population studying sciences, 44% were women, and of engineering 
students, only 1% were women. Women make up 58% of the university student 
population. 
Profiles of Women in STE in Saudi Arabia 
Education: 
Literacy Rate (2006) 
Primary School Enrollment (2006) 
69% 
91% 
Women in Higher Education: Accomplishments and Challenges 
http://www.ruw.edu.bh/newsEvents2.asp?id=52 
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Secondary School Enrollment (2006) 
Tertiary School Enrollment (2006) 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Science( 1995/1996) 
70% 
7% 
8.5% 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Medicine( 1995/1996) 
Percentage of Women among Students Studying Engineering 
(1995/1996) 
2.7% 
0.2% 
Employment: 
2006 Female Labor Force Participation Rate: 18% 
I Wage Equality for Similar Work (Ratio of women's wage to men's wage) N/A 
I Enterprise-Level Policies to Combat and Prevent Sexual Harassment N/A 
Source: Advancing Science, Serving Society (aaas) 
kt^://www.aaas.QTg/progcams/internatLoaal/vnst/countrles/kuwaJt.shtml 
These numbers reflect a clear presence of women in sciences; however, there are 
existing poUcies that apply restrictions on the subjects they can study. For example, 
women are prohibited from majoring in engineering at certain universities and are 
denied admission into King Fahd University of Oil and Minerals, on the grounds 
that they will not be allowed to work in those fields upon graduation. AH the Saudi 
universities that do admit women have separate, often inferior facilities. Because of 
this, and additional societal pressures, women tend to stay in the humanities or 
education field. 
Efforts are being made to improve education for women. The King Sa'ud 
University in Riyadh now has added a new women's campus, where male professors 
are able to teach female students via closed circuit television. Now top professors are 
available to females as well. Plans for building 17 new medical schools, 8 of which 
are exclusively for female students, are expected to bring more women into higher 
education. 
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One of the biggest challenges that face women lies in the low participation of 
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Saudi women in the labor force (7%). Career and professional women are still the 
exceptions and not the norm. Currently, contribution of women to the nation's 
development is predominantly restricted to the micro level. Saudi women are stdl 
struggling to take their roles in the macro levels in regard to policy and decision 
making. 
Today, women own 10 percent of the country's real estate, one-third of the 
brokerage accounts, and about 40 percent of the country's family-run companies 
(albeit mostly as silent partners), according to a recent report from the Economist 
Intelligence Unit. The E.I.U. further estimates that Saudi women have about $12 
billion in cash, with three-quarters of it sitting in banks, much of it from 
inheritances. 
In addition to Al-Dossary, these women include Nahed Taher, who went to 
Bahrain to set up her own investment bank in 2005 and has since become a major 
investor in infrastructure and energy projects in the region; Nabilah Tunisi, a 
leading executive at Saudi oil giant Aramco, who oversees 380 engineers as a 
manager on project support and controls; and Samra Al-Kuwaiz, the managing 
director of the women's division of Osool Brokerage Company, which is tapping 
into the growing wealth of the country's women. 
As already referred to, UNESCO and Saudi government figures show that 
women make up 58% of the total student population at universities. Higher 
Education Minister Dr Khaled Al-Anqari said this was a record for women's 
Women in Higher Education: Accomplishments and Challenges 
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education in the region. But such an impressive achievement in tertiary education 
participation is not matched in the workplace. 
In Jan. 2005. the Ministry of Labor launched an ambitious registration and 
employment campaign to get as many as 200,000 women into the Kingdom's labor 
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force, during the nejct six months. Unemployment among women was put at 21 
percent, according to government statistics. A recent study has shown that some 
92,000 women working in Riyadh represent only six percent of the total work force. 
The study showed that the greatest percentage of unemployed women workers — 
. 54 
97.6 percent — is in the 30-39 age group. 
While Saudi Arabia has yet to find a way of accommodating the rising number 
of female graduates in the workplace, it is pressing ahead with the expansion of 
higher education for both sexes and just under half of the kingdom's total annual 
budget for 2008 has been allocated to education and manpower development. 
Projects include a women's university in Riyadh and the King Abdullah University 
of Science and Technology, a co-educational venture where women and men will 
share the same classrooms. 
Then we have a newly emerging culture of private colleges that are playing 
important role in women empowerment. One of these is Effat College, the 
university running the country's first engineering course for women. Effat was 
founded by liberal members of the royal family, who still play a major role in its 
development. Its curriculum is based on the American model and the school is 
working with the US-based Duke University to calibrate the quality of its 
engineering course. 
Tabitha Morgan, SAUDI ARABIA: More female graduates but no more jobs, 
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20080314090309746, 16 March 2008 
^^Jan. 27, 2005 
Maha Akeel, Women's Employment Initiative, published in the Arab News, January 27, 2005 
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There is a great excitement about EfFat's students and staff. Dima Ikhwan, one 
of the new female engineering students, says "it is wonderful to be part of this 
change". The school's impressive facilities include a huge swimming pool and 
basketball courts decorated with cheerleader-style slogans ("Go go Maha! We are the 
best!"). Students' gym clothes are designed to fit with local standards of modesty: 
long spandex leggings are worn under regular gym shorts and swimsuits cover the 
arms and legs. By contrast, in the public sector attended by most Saudi students, 
girls' schools are forbidden to teach physical education and the government recently 
turned down several applications to build girls' gyms in state-funded institutions. 
As professional women make progress, they will provide role models for other 
women. But at the moment, elite progress widens the gap between the minority of 
professional women and the mass of housewives, and there is a risk that the eUte 
women will be perceived as a westernised aberration rather than a vanguard. 
Perhaps this gap can only be closed with legal changes, and in particular, reform of 
the education system. 
Call for Political Role 
While women are becoming more active and visible in the current movement of 
reform, they are still marginalized, and women's status remains a muted issue. The 
Majlis al-Shura (Consultative Council) is an aU-male 120-member advisory body 
first appointed by the king in 1992 with a mandate to study the king's legislative 
initiatives. In 2004, at the same time as the prerogatives of the Council increased to 
include introducing new legislation and amending existing legislation, three women 
were appointed to serve on an advisory council to the Majlis but not to serve as 
members. 
Jane Kinninmont, Saudi Arabia's Women Pioneers, Qantra.de Dialogue with the Muslim World, 
25/05/2006, http://www.qantara.de/webcom/show_article.php/_c-478/_nr-450/i.htmI 
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Many of Saudi Arabia's professional women tend to argue for greater political 
rights within the framework of Islam. Women were denied the right to vote in last 
year's municipal elections, the country's first ever nationwide polls. Officials have 
suggested the franchise may be esrtended to women next time round, but this will 
not be until 2009 at the earliest. And since it took the government many months to 
actually set up the local councils after the election results came in, this timetable 
may be missed. 
But in the meantime, two professional organizations have held elections where 
women have stood — and won. In November 2005, the Jeddah Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry set a groundbreaking precedent by inviting women to 
campaign and vote in elections for its twelve-member board. Two of them won 
seats. And in December, the National Council of Engineers elected a female 
engineer to its ten-person board, a particularly impressive achievement in an 
industry that remains dominated by men internationally. 
Such professional bodies may have limited constituencies, but in the Saudi 
context, these are dramatic steps. 
The Arrival of the New Women 
In January 2004 when Lubna Al-Olayan, a prominent business woman, stood in 
front of an economic forum in Jeddah and delivered an address to a largely male 
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audience, she was in fact throwing a challenge to the Saudi society: 
My vision is of a country with a prosperous and diversified economy in which 
any Saudi citizen, irrespective of gender who is serious about finding 
employment can find a job in the field for which he or she is best qualified, 
leading to a thriving middle class and in which all Saudi citizens, residents or 
visitors to the country feel safe and can live in an atmosphere where mutual 
Jane Kinninmont, Saudi Arabia's Women Pioneers, Qantra.de Dialogue with the Muslim World, 
25/05/2006, http://www.qantara.de/webcom/show_article.php/_c-478/_nr-450/i.html 
http://www.expatica.com/hr/story/expatriating-women-to-saudi-ll843-html 
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respect and tolerance exist amongst all, regardless or their social class, religion 
or gender. 
Lubna Al-Olayan was deliberately making the point, asking for more opportunities 
in the economy, in education and training, in participation in public life of the 
country. This was an epoch-making event. This in itself would have been rare, but 
even more uncommon was that the woman was not veiled. She caused a scandal. 
She was immediately condemned by the ultra-conservative establishment. 
But the new woman has also her strong supporters within the system. In Feb. 
2005, addressing a conference in London, Foreign Minister Prince Saud Al-Faisal 
announced plans to appoint women to the Foreign Ministry for the first time. In his 
keynote address. Prince Saud said the role of Saudi women was changing rapidly: 
Our educational reforms have created a new generation of highly educated and 
professionally trained Saudi women who are acquiring their rightful position in 
Saudi society. I am proud to mention here that this year we shall have women 
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working in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the first time. 
Since taking the throne in 2005, Abdullah has championed women's right to 
work and often takes official trips overseas with delegations of female journalists and 
academics. The king has said that he does not oppose allowing women to drive but 
that society needs to accept the idea first. In November, the foreign minister, Prince 
Saud al-Faisal, told Britain's Channel 4 news that there was no Saudi law prohibiting 
women from driving. "Myself, I think they should drive," he said, but added: "For 
us, it is not a political issue, it is a social issue. We believe that this is something for 
the families to decide, for the people to decide, and not to be forced by the 
government, either to drive or not to drive." And in 2008 speaking at the World 
"A Saudi Vision For Growth" Lubna Olayan's Keynote Address, Jeddah Economic Forum 17 January 
2004, available at: http://www.saudiusrelations.org/articles/2004/ioi/040121-saudi-growth.html 
59 http://www.saudi-us-relations.org/newsletter2005/saudi-relations-interest-02-24.html 
60 
Faiza Saleh Ambah, Saudi Women See a Brighter Road on Rights, Washington Post, Jan 31, 2008 
248 
Economic Forum in Davos, Lulu al-Faisal remarked that if she assumes the throne 
and "if she could change one thing about her country, she would let women drive." ' 
Until recently, women were also barred from checking into hotels and renting 
apartments unless they were with a male guardian. But a royal decree announced 
early 2008 now allows women to stay in hotels and furnished apartments 
unaccompanied. Until January 2008, women could not check into any hotel alone 
unless accompanied by a male family member or they had written permission from a 
male "guardian." Now, the only requirement is that the hotel register the names of 
female guests with the police. 
We now even hear of all-women hotels in Riyadh offering plush lodgings with a 
full-range of health and beauty facilities for ladies to pamper themselves away from 
the accusing eyes of a male-dominated society. To some, Saudi Arabia's first 
women-only hotel is a sign of progress, a place where women can conduct business 
without interference in a male-dominated society. But others say the new hotel 
simply reinforces gender segregation in a nation that still doesn't let women drive. 
For many Saudi Women Sky is the limit 
Despite all the odds, like their UAE sisters, the Saudi women too, are setting sky 
as their limit. That is exactly what Hanadi Hindi displayed very recently. She was 
appointed as Saudi Arabia's first female pilot. Ms Hindi has signed a contract with 
the private airline of Prince al-Walid bin Talal, a nephew of the King. Nevertheless, 
she admitted that her chosen career would have been impossible without the support 
of her father. Ms Hindi believes that Saudi Arabia has changed and that women now 
Sally Buzbee.Saudi Princess Would Let Women Drive, Washington Post, January 25, 2007 
^ Reuters, 19 March 2008, http://www.reuters.com/article/lifestyleMolt/idUSLl954726520080319 
Caryle Murphy, "Saudi Arabia's first women-only hotel: Is it progress?" 
The Christian Science Monitor, May 13, 2008. 
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have more opportunities. "Women have more chance to work and to do different 
kinds of work", she said in an interview with the BBC. 
Conclusion 
Saudi women have now started to challenge the norms, though cautiously. They 
are, for instance, keen for King Abdullah to introduce a new Cabinet portfolio — a 
minister for women's affairs — thus paving the way for the first female cabinet 
minister to be appointed in the Kingdom. This they stress is essential so that Saudi 
women have the right channels to exercise influence. They look perhaps enviously to 
their cousins in the rest of the GCC countries, all of which have appointed female 
ministers in various portfolios. They also want women's participation in the Shoura 
and other councils of state; this seems to be on the cards. 
Princess Adelah bint Abdullah, the daughter of Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques King Abdullah, much like Marina Mohamed and Nori Abdullah, the 
daughters of former Malaysian premier Mahathir Mohammed and Abdullah Badawi, 
is giving his father "an earful" regarding the rights and empowerment of Muslim 
women. Perhaps the reforms which Saudi Arabia has instituted in the last year or so 
regarding the greater role of women in Saudi society and economy may indeed have 
had some influence from Princess Adelah. 
But, women such as Lubna Al-Olayan, CEO of Olayan Financial Services; 
Samra Al-Kuwaiz, managing director of Osool Brokerage Company (Women's 
Division); Nabila Tunisi, acting manager, projects department at Saudi Aramco, and 
Soha Aboul Farag, a banker with 17 years of experience who last year was chosen 
for the "International Women Leaders Mentoring Partnership" in the US, are the 
pioneers for the new and future generations of Saudi women. As professional 
women in high-powered jobs, they have successfully managed to carve out careers as 
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working mothers while at the same time managing their famihes and dispelling the 
oft-quoted stereotype of Saudi women — of a meek, compliant and oppressed 
section of society. The good news is that the government is actually engaging with 
women in the Kingdom as part of a speeding up of the reform process. 
Women, for instance, have stood for — and won — elections to chambers of 
commerce in the Kingdom's major cities; and they have been promised participation 
in municipal elections next time round. The bad news is that there is still a long way 
to go in terms of social and legal reforms for Saudi women to attain their rightful 
and equal status in Saudi society. Nevertheless, the economic power of women in 
the Kingdom cannot be understated. Women own 10 percent of real estate, 
especially in major cities such as Jeddah and Riyadh, and 30 percent of brokerage 
accounts in the Kingdom. They own some 40 percent of the family-run companies, 
very often as silent partners. Saudi women as a whole own estimated cash funds of 
SR45 billion, of which 75 percent is sitting idle in bank deposits. 
According to a recent study by the Khadija bint Khuwailid Businesswomen's 
Center at the Jeddah Chamber of Commerce & Industry (JCCI), investment by 
Saudi businesswomen has reached some SR8 billion, which is around 21 percent of 
the total investment. Women "own" some 1,500 companies — about 4 percent of 
the total registered businesses in the Kingdom. There are 5.500 commercial 
registrations of women's projects, representing 20 percent of businesses in the retail, 
contracting, wholesale and transferable industries sectors. 
The business case for the greater and equal involvement of women in the Saudi 
economy is proven. Saudi women tend to outperform Saudi men in education; the 
arts; science; and if they are given the chance in business and industry they might do 
so here as well. The consensus among Saudi businesswomen is that change will be 
Mushtak Parker, "Women 'Own' Some 1,500 Companies", Arab News, 25 March 2007 
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gradual, although economic and demographic necessity could speed up reforms. 
Rapid economic development in the last two decades has had an impact. Today, the 
Kingdom is witnessing a boom which is even bigger than in the 1970s after the first 
oil price rise and women's wholehearted participation in this process can double the 
results. 
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Empowerment of Women in the GCC Countries 
Conclusion 
Our study of the GCC women began with the assumption that western 
observers usually miss the true nature of burqa-clad Muslim women. We made it 
clear at the outset that woman empowerment in the Arabian Gulf or the GCC 
countries was no new phenomenon. Islam had given them the right to be on her 
own and accepted them as complete individuals. Those who benefited most from the 
revolutionary and empowering message of Islam were basically the two sections of 
the society; the slaves and the women. In the early era of Islam we find women 
actively involved on the economic social and political spheres. Syeda Aaisha, the 
beloved wife of the Prophet Mohammed, became a role model for later day women 
educators and the women of Aale Bait became symbol of political opposition against 
operation and injustice. In the introductory chapter an attempt has been made to 
show how the ideological seeds of women empowerment have impacted the destiny 
of Muslim women throughout the ages. From Prophet's time down to the 
emergence of Muslim feminist like Fatima Mernissi and Amina Wadud and the 
traditionalist revolutionaries like Zainab Al-Ghazzali and others it is mainly the 
ideology of Islam that has been responsible for so diverse kinds of movements for 
women empowerment. 
It was against this background that when we started our study of women in the 
GCC countries what we had to discover as a result was natural and logical. But we 
live in a world where western propaganda made us believe that the burqa-clad 
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women are an oppressed lot and that they have been denied any significant role in 
the society. Western parameters of educational development and progress have also 
made us believe that before the arrival of modern schools and urban infrastructure 
the GCC was a barren land without any civilization. This is also because when the 
UNDP or other foreign agencies talk of literacy in traditional Arab societies they do 
not take into account the age-old institution of kuttab found everywhere, attached to 
almost every mosque throughout the Arabian peninsula. Judged from the western 
standard the Arab men and women appear as uncivilized before the arrival of the 
West. 
This study has been in many ways pleasantly shocking. Contrary to common 
perception, today the veiled women in most of the GCC countries are more 
educated than their co-sisters in other parts of the world. As the world media still 
projects the veil as symbol of oppression, it is difficult for the common people to 
beheve that the gender scenario in GCC tells an altogether different story. 
This study has shown that women empowerment lies at the heart of Islam, the 
official religion of the GCC countries. Impact of alien ideologies and the influence 
of other cultures did at times overshadow the pro-women slant of Middle-Eastern 
milieu but women were never completely stripped off their Islamic citizenry. During 
the declining days of Islamic empire however there has been a general trend to 
discourage women from assuming social and political role. But this was individual 
opinion of scholars of the time. It never changed the general Muslim perception 
about women who always took to the social and political responsibilities in the 
peninsula and beyond. However, after the discovery of oil, the entire Middle East 
found itself at the threshold of a new era. There was now plenty of surplus money to 
materialize any project. And women benefited from this opportunity more that their 
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male counterparts. They not only swept the schools and university campus, they also 
took their due share in economy and politics. 
The new educational opportunities in the GCC countries, which include free 
education and alluring scholarships, have in fact fostered a whole new breed of Arab 
women who are confident to take up any challenging role. The 'new women' as they 
have been called, are a continuation of their traditional role models. They are new 
only in the sense that they have reclaimed their social role and reinvented 
themselves for the 21 century milieu. 
The New Woman may appear admiring much of the West, the majority do not 
yearn to become more like their Western counterparts. While they favour gender 
parity, the New women of the GCC want it on their terms and within their own 
cultural context. While the Westerners still often see the veil as a symbol of women's 
inferior status in the Muslim world, to Muslims, Western women's perceived lack of 
modesty signals their degraded cultural status in the West. To quote Kaltham Al 
Ganem, a sociology professor at Qatar University: "Muslim women believe there in 
no need to copy the Western cultural values to have progress in their society and in 
their conditions. They believe they can have change on their own terms, while 
preserving their cultural and religious identity." 
Women in this region do not necessarily want to change everything of their 
current status. On the contrary, they want to progress in society while preserving 
their traditional roles in the family and society. True, the New Women have their 
ambitions and aspirations, but for them their fulfillment does not mean to break 
away from their traditional role. 
Barbara Bibbo, Muslim women seek freedom 'within their cultural context', Gulf News, Aprill2, 2008 
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Each country that we studied at length, we found that the social and political 
roles that women have reclaimed in recent years, have not destabilized the 
traditional religious mode of the society. Yes there and some tremors and some 
murmuring oppositions but they are quite natural reaction of the sections of the 
sicity that feel affected by new role of women. This is because when women reclaim 
their role they have a precedent in history of Islam and hence not violating the basic 
values of the society. 
Today throughout the GCC more and more Arab women are in leadership 
positions. Except in Saudi Arabia where women have recently been inducted as 
advisors to the Majlise Shura, the political role of women have been widely accepted 
by the people and the establishment. Although in a non-democratic setup these 
appointments can be seen as tokenism, nevertheless, the very fact that some women 
are given such important portfolios at least speak of the fact that accepting women 
in such roles is very much part of male psyche in the GCC countries. 
Businesswomen are often from privileged backgrounds and rise through family 
businesses. But their emergence reflects a broader trend of growing participation by 
women in the formal economy. And there are more than this symbolic presence in 
higher echelons of the society. There are women Ambassadors, women CEOs, 
women officials, women professors, women engineers, women run e-businesses and 
financial institutions. 
In fact the GCC women have come a long way. Today they are playing an 
increasing role in the development of their societies. They are showing marked 
presence in the private and public sectors of the economy while maintaining their 
traditional roles as homemakers. Every day we read in the Arab press news of 
important breakthroughs about Arab women's development and their increased 
participation in private and public life. 
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For all those addicted to the Western media reportage of secluded women in the 
GCC, the fact below might be astonishing: 
• There are four women ministers in the UAE and another four in Oman. 
Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain, each country boasts two women ministers. 
• Laws and degrees are being passed to grant women more equal rights to 
participate in local councils, in consultative councils, in municipality 
councils in many Arab countries notably in the Gulf States of Qatar and 
Oman as well as in Bahrain, the UAE and Saudi Arabia, where three 
women have been appointed as advisors to the Shura Council. 
• Women are heading Diplomatic missions as Ambassadors in countries 
such as Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait. 
st 
• The Arab parliamentarian's have declared 1 February of every year as 
Arab women's day in acknowledgement of women's role in Arab society. 
• Women in business in the Arab world are increasing in numbers and 
influence. They are setting up local businesswomen's associations in their 
countries. A Council for Arab Business Women has been set up under 
the umbrella of the League of Arab States in 1999. with the objective of 
strengthening the role of Arab businesswomen in their local economies 
as well as in the Arab Common Market as a whole. 
• Women in the GCC have an estimated $40 billion of personal wealth at 
their disposal. Most tellingly, in the Arab world overall, 70 percent of 
university graduates in 2007 were female. 
In the preceding chapters we have shown that the women issue has been at the 
center-stage in the GCC countries since the reorganization of the region as specific 
2 
Quoted by Haifa Fahoum Al Kaylani, in "Women are Agents of Change", Common Ground News Service, 
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gulf identity. The oil money has in fact catalyzed the process of development. What 
other countries could achieve in 100 years or more the GCC women have done it in 
a relatively shorter span of time. The overall pace of change and development was 
fast and women took extra advantage of the changing world around them. A brief 
highlight of the gender situation in counties under study should suffice here. 
Bahrain 
Bahrain can be proud and boast of having the lone and the first elected woman 
Member of Parliament namely Latifa al-Qa'oud in the Gulf region. As per available 
data of 2004, women share in senior civil service was 9 percent while they 
constituted 11 percent in the private sector. The 2006 data shows that they make 42 
percent of the government workforce. 
There are no doubts some serious efforts for women empowerment as we see 
the increasing graph of women participation in all walks of life. But the 
establishment also involves and probably believes in tokenism. For example, when 
we hear them saying that the second Bahrain woman has been appointed to the post 
of ambassador in 2007, or a first Bahraini woman rose to the presidency of Bahraini 
Bar Society, or another woman appointed as the first woman judge in 2007, or a 
member of the constitutional court in 2007, or another rising to the presidency of 
UN General Assembly in 2006, or being elected to be the first woman MP in Gulf, 
or joining the national airline as a pilot (2006), or having the honour of second 
women minister (2005) in Bahrain, these glossy facts may not necessarily reflect the 
true picture of the general lot of women in the country where opposition is 
suppressed and the state orchestrated Supreme Council of Women is seen by many 
as yet another move to block independent women activism. 
Yet women participation at higher level, be it a result of tokenism or an attempt 
to control state apparatus through proxy, has a psychological impact on the women 
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psyche. The appointment of a woman as president of the university in 2003, or 
entrusting a woman Nada Hafez the portfolio of health ministry or appointing Dr 
Fatima Balooshi in 2005 as minister for Social Affairs or appointing two Bahraini 
women to the Supreme council of the Gulf Cooperation Council, should be seen in 
this perspective. 
Kuwait 
Women empowerment in Kuwait basically owes to the establishment of Kuwait 
University in I966 which open avenues of higher education on both men and 
women. During the 1970s, the reality of women pursuing undergraduate courses led 
to a perceptible attitudinal change, correlating the image of educated women as 
symbols of modernization of the Kuwaiti community, so much so that the first 
women graduates who came out to work were respected and treated as quasi-
celebrities. 
Put simply, armed with education, training and professional degrees, women 
have virtually swept all sectors of the economy, often occupying parallel and senior 
positions, and actively participating in the decision-making process as important 
members and citizens of the Kuwaiti society. Today, their presence in the diverse 
sectors of the economy is compeUingly profound with as many as 34% of the 
women occupying various cadres in the national labor force, ranging from 
professional, managerial, technical, and services sectors, and their number is steadily 
growing. Given this reality, the day is not far when women will supersede and turn 
the gender tide dramatically in their favor through their persistently higher 
educational attainments, academic excellence and professional endowments. A broad 
indication of this trend is profoundly apparent throughout the educational system, 
where statistics exhibit that women are continuing to dominate and exceed at all 
levels of the educational process. 
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Kuwaiti women have enjoyed many economic and social rights, and even some 
poUtical rights in the past, but suffrage and candidacy for office remained restricted 
to men for several decades. During its nascent years, the state offered women several 
fields of education, including engineering and political science, which had been 
limited to men in other Gulf countries. Similarly, women were permitted to hold 
many diplomatic positions. Nabila al-MuUa, for example, who headed the 
permanent Kuwaiti delegation to the United Nations, was the first female 
ambassador from the Gulf region. 
Women held many other positions as well, including posts as university 
presidents, ministry representatives, and editors-in-chief of principal newspapers in 
Kuwait. Nor were Kuwaiti women absent from Kuwaiti election campaigns, as thev 
supported many candidates — especially those who called for the affirmation of 
women's political rights. 
Although elite women are visible in a number of public arenas and their views 
on a variety of issues are published in the press but they are not truly representative 
of the common woman. True, the president of Kuwait University is a woman, a 
vice-president of the Kuwait Petroleum Corporation is a woman and other elite 
women also hold powerful positions in government agencies. Yet, as Mary and al-
Mughni rightly argue: "...the privileges of elite women do not trickle down to other 
Kuwaiti women." 
Qatar 
In Qatar, Sheikha Mouza, the wife of the Emir, has eventually emerged as the 
symbol of woman empowerment. She has brought prominence to the role of Qatari 
women and created an environment that encourages them to meet their social 
obligations and participate in public life, fi.H. Sheikha Mouza endorses women's 
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conferences, which discuss women's issues and recommend solutions for the 
problems and challenges that confront women who work outside the home. 
It is noteworthy that now women hold leadership posts in many non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), including the posts of Chair of the Board of 
Directors of the Social Development Centre, the Qatari Red Crescent Society, the 
Qatari Centre for Voluntary Work, the Family Consultation Centre and the 
Mothers' and Children's Cultural Centre. 
The president of the University of Qatar and the dean of the Faculty of Shari'a 
Law and Islamic Studies are also women. Women have the right to participate in 
local politics, and a number have run for local office. While there is no national 
parUament, the new constitution calls for a consultative Shura Council, with two-
thirds of the membership to be elected. 
Statistics show that the number of Qatari female students in the State-run 
schools for the current academic year has risen at greater rates than the number of 
male students. Working women also represent more than 50% of the total 
workforce at the Ministry of Education. Working women at Qatar University either 
as staff members or administrative personnel account for more than 50% of the total 
workforce of the University. 
The Qatari women started to make a stronger presence in this field especially 
after graduating from the Faculty of Economics and Business Administration. The 
number of Qatari females working in national and foreign banks reached 205. Banks 
support the Qatarization policy and provide work opportunities especially for the 
youths. 
Some Qatari female graduates specializing in history, archeology and museum 
management took on the role of tourist guides. They took over the duty of 
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explaining archeological remains and tourist attractions in Qatar and giving detailed 
account on the archeological acquisitions of the museum. A number of Qatari girls 
have joined the workforce of Doha hotels too, in a growing tendency led by Qatar 
National Hotels Company to encourage the Qatari youths to venture into this field 
and increase job opportunities for women. 
In short, the women march in Qatar's socio-political has been impressive and 
promising. Not long before, in 1986 the Qatari women represented only 10.5 per 
cent of the total workforce. But now they constitute 30.3 per cent of the national 
workforce according to a 2004 account. However, many educated women do not 
join the labour market, because of family opposition and household responsibilities. 
And also for many women, working does not represent an economic necessity and is 
not perceived as a tool for personal fulfillment. 
To conclude, woman empowerment in Qatar would not have come about if it 
were not for the political will of decision-makers and the greater role the First Lady 
has played in championing women's rights. 
Oman 
In a regional comparison, women in Oman are indeed in a good position. 
According to official data, they have a third of the positions in the public sector and 
occupy twelve percent of government leadership positions. There are four female 
ministers and two female ambassadors; a few women also sit in the steering 
committee of the chamber of commerce as well as in the State Council, whose 
members are appointed by decree. 
For more than a decade girls have topped the merit list in the country's 
secondary schools and this domination has now spread to the degree courses offered 
by Sultan Qaboos University in Muscat. The girls are consistently coming out on 
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top and, with a declared government policy guaranteeing Omani women equal 
rights in both education and employment, as enshrined in the Personal Status Laws 
(PSL), the sky is the limit for these ambitious young women who are grasping the 
available opportunities with both hands. 
Oman is rightly proud to have been the first Arab country to appoint a woman 
as its overseas ambassador. And mention has already been made of the four women 
ministers earlier. In Oman it is immediately evident to any visitor that while women 
often pursue the freedom to dress as they wish by choosing to wear modest attire, 
their potential and ambitions are far from suppressed. 
Women are involved in all areas of life, working a doctors, dentists, teachers, 
bankers and entrepreneurs, as well as maintaining their vital role as homemakers. 
Their progress is reflected not only in the number in employment but in the 
increasingly high positions they are taking up in both the private and public sectors. 
There are no official figures available but all indicators point that Oman has the 
highest number of working women among the six GCC states. 
In a nutshell, Omani women are not clustered in one area of interest — domestic 
— as many would like to believe. They are in businesses, banking, in the medical 
field as both physicians and nurses, and at all levels in government offices. It is 
amazing that, although Oman was the last of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries to inaugurate universal education, its young women already are in the 
forefi"ont of those countries both in achieving gender equality in the workplace and 
in assuming full responsibility for the affairs of their country. 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
UAE development planners realized as early as in 1971 that without the 
participation of 50 percent of its citizenry, the UAE will remain helplessly 
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dependent on expatriate labor force. The major initiative in this direction was 
taken by opening its women university in 1977, with separate facilities for 
men and women that laid the foundation for future women. 
Educational opportunities, the real indicator of women empowerment and 
development, are now open to women at all levels in the UAE. As indicated by the 
statistics cited, women in the UAE have commonly embraced the formal educational 
opportunities made available to them since the foundation of the state. Female 
students are now in the majority at all levels of higher education in the country. 
Women are also achieving impressive records in their studies, outperforming their 
male counterparts in many activities. The vast majority (80 percent) of these young 
women are first-generation college students. 
In the UAE's small-to-medium enterprise sector, women comprised 50 per cent 
of the businesses. On the labour front, the Middle Eastern female labour force grew 
by 5.2 per cent from 2000 to 2005, compared with 4.7 per cent during the 1990s. 
Women's workplace participation in the UAE also soared from 9-6 per cent in 1986 
to over 33-4 per cent now. What these figures indicate is that the GCC region, as a 
whole, is currently witnessing one of the world's fastest growth rates in terms of 
developing human capital. To quote Lubna Al-Qasmi, the first woman minister of 
the UAE: "Gone are the days when women's role is limited to the home. With 
world-class education facilities right at our doorsteps, as well as increased political 
representation, there is now a greater understanding and acceptance of the needs 
and rights of women in the Arab World." Lubna herself has emerged as the success 
story of Emarati women who figures among 100 most powerful women in the US-
based Forbes Magazine list. 
Today, over 65 percent of the total university graduates are women and they 
also constitute 22.5 percent of the total members of the parliament and hold four 
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important portfolios in the Federal government. Then, there are over 12000 
members in the Business Women's Council in UAE and their total investment is 
valued at Dhs.lO billion. 
Even judicial and oil sector have recently been opened for women. Pioneering 
modernization in the judicial sector, the Department of Judiciary-Abu Dhabi has 
recently appointed two women as public prosecutors, the first women in the UAE to 
be hired to this position. 
The traditionally mcJe-dominated oil industry in the UAE has recently 
undergone the biggest transformation in its history - the introduction of female 
Emiratis. Oil companies have signed agreements with the 219 women undergoing 
training at the Petroleum Institute (PI), Abu Dhabi, to work in the industry after 
graduation. As the price of oil has gone up, so too has demand for engineers and the 
salaries offered. 
From the pearling and fishing economy to the emergence of a modern 
sophisticated economic base, women have played a very significant role. It was 
mainly because of the educational infrastructure and women only school that went 
hand in hand with the local traditions and customs. Nevertheless, the UAE women 
have displayed extraordinary talent as they outshined their male counterparts on the 
university campuses. Given the situation of women participation just 20 years ago, 
one really wonders how all happened at such a quick pace and so smoothly, without 
causing any social or political unrest. Today, UAE women can be compared with 
their sisters in any parts of the developed world. 
Saudi Arabia 
Despite all the odds, like their UAE sisters, the Saudi women too, are setting sky 
as their limit. That is exactly what Hanadi Hindi, a young Saudi woman has 
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symbolically displayed very recently. She was appointed as Saudi Arabia's first 
female pilot. 
Saudi women have now started to challenge the norms, though cautiously. They 
are, for instance, keen for King Abdullah to introduce a new Cabinet portfolio — a 
minister for women's affairs — thus paving the way for the first female cabinet 
minister to be appointed in the Kingdom. This they stress is essential so that Saudi 
women have the right channels to exercise influence. They look perhaps enviously to 
their cousins in the rest of the GCC countries, all of which have appointed female 
ministers in various portfolios. They also want women's participation in the Shura 
and other councils of state; this seems to be on the cards. 
Princess Adelah bint Abdullah, the daughter of Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques King Abdullah, much like Marina Mohamed and Nori Abdullah, the 
daughters of former Malaysian premier Mahathir Mohammed and AbduUah Badawi, 
is giving his father "an earful" regarding the rights and empowerment of Muslim 
women. Perhaps the reforms which Saudi Arabia has instituted in the last year or so 
regarding the greater role of women in Saudi society and economy may indeed have 
had some influence from Princess Adelah. 
But, women such as Lubna Al-Olayan, CEO of Olayan Financial Services; 
Samra Al-Kuwaiz, managing director of Osool Brokerage Company (Women's 
Division); Nabila Tunisi, acting manager, projects department at Saudi Aramco, and 
Soha Aboul Farag, a banker with 17 years of experience who last year was chosen 
for the "International Women Leaders Mentoring Partnership" in the US, are the 
pioneers for the new and fiiture generations of Saudi women. As professional 
women in high-powered jobs, they have successfully managed to carve out careers as 
working mothers while at the same time managing their families and dispelling the 
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oft-quoted stereotype of Saudi women — of a meek, compliant and oppressed 
section of society. 
Women, for instance, have stood for — and won — elections to chambers of 
commerce in the Kingdom's major cities; and they have been promised participation 
in municipal elections next time round. The bad news is that there is still a long way 
to go in terms of social and legal reforms for Saudi women to attain their rightful 
and equal status in Saudi society. Nevertheless, the economic power of women in 
the Kingdom cannot be understated. Women own 10 percent of real estate, 
especially in major cities such as Jeddah and Riyadh, and 30 percent of brokerage 
accounts in the Kingdom. Thev own some 40 percent of the family-run companies, 
very often as silent partners. Saudi women as a whole own estimated cash funds of 
SR45 billion, of which 75 percent is sitting idle in bank deposits. 
According to a recent study by the Khadija bint Khuwailid Businesswomen's 
Center at the Jeddah Chamber of Commerce & Industry QCCI), investment by 
Saudi businesswomen has reached some SR8 billion, which is around 21 percent of 
the total investment. Women "own" some 1,500 companies — about 4 percent of 
the total registered businesses in the Kingdom. There are 5,500 commercial 
registrations of women's projects, representing 20 percent of businesses in the retail, 
contracting, wholesale and transferable industries sectors. 
The business case for the greater and equal involvement of women in the Saudi 
economy is proven. Saudi women tend to outperform Saudi men in education; the 
arts; science; and if they are given the chance in business and industry they might do 
so here as well. Today, the Kingdom is witnessing a boom which is even bigger than 
in the 1970s after the first oil price rise and women's wholehearted participation in 
this process can double the results. 
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Saudi women are now part of any major national discourse. In September 2003> 
306 Saudis, including 55 women, signed a petition entitled "In Defense of the 
Country" that was later presented to Crown Prince Abdullah. In a bid to reinforce 
women's demands, a group of 300 Saudi women, including academics, intellectuals 
and simple employees drawn from regions across the Kingdom, presented a petition 
on December 2003 to Crown Prince Abdulla mainly to "recognize women as 
eligible, without the need to have the escort of the legal guardian (such as a father, 
husband or brother), to be present in case a trade registration record is needed for a 
woman to start business." 
Broadly speaking, there are positive developments for Saudi women both at the 
government level as well as the personal level. However, the truth remains that 
women's political, social and economic conditions in Saudi Arabia are mainly 
governed by the local customs as well as the political demands of the family rule of 
the Al-Saud dynasty. 
The Emergence of the New GCC Woman 
This study has made at least one thing clear; that the western stereotype of the 
Middle-Eastern woman is now a worn out concept. The new educational 
infrastructure in the region and the arrival of prestigious western universities right 
in their courtyard as also the active cooperation of girls colleges like Iffat College in 
Jeddah with reputed universities in the US has created a whole new breed of Middle-
Eastern women. And if we believe the data, today, the female participation in 
education in some of the GCC countries, surpasses even the United States. The 
figures are astonishing. 
According to a UNESCO data, and contrary to Media image which depicts 
them as an oppressed and illiterate lot, today women in the GCC have gone far 
ahead of their Western Sisters in Science Education. Muslim women in science have 
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become leaders in their fields, receiving awards, earning patents, and yet in the 
western media these women get no projection as they do not exist. 
The fact is that the United States falls behind some GCC countries in the 
percentage of women graduating in science to the total science graduate population. 
The countries whose ratio of women science graduates exceeds that of the United 
States are Bahrain and Qatar. The data for years 2002/2003 contained in these tables 
describes the percentage of women graduates in science and engineering out of the 
total science and engineering graduate population in respective countries: 
Woman Graduates in Science 
Bahrain 74% 
Qatar 71% 
Compared with... 
U.S. 43% 
Japan 25% 
(Statistics &om the 'Global Education Digest" report released &om UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
2005) 
Despite the fact that the Muslim Women share a single faith, even the GCC 
Muslim Women are no monolithic unit. While in Kuwait and the UAE women 
enjoy more political and social role, Saudi Arabia still debates on the participation of 
women in politics and is hesitant to accord the woman right to drive. 
There are also a few paradoxes that, at first, seem baffling. Despite the fact that 
job avenues are available to women in most of these countries, women do not feel 
enthusiastic about jobs. It is partly because of cultural norms and partly due to 
better economic conditions where one breadvdnner suffices the small family unit. 
The same is true about the Saudi women who though feel cultural prohibition for 
driving but at the same time enjoy the facility of a chauffeur driven car and do not 
want to forsake it for freedom to drive. 
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